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The aim of the current research was to define the transition and experiences of first-time 
postgraduate students. As demonstrated by participant interviews, Honours and PGDip are a 
unique level of study that offer students the chance to enhance their tertiary learning 
experiences into a career, be that research or other employment. Despite the intensity of time 
restrictions, as the Honours and PGDip courses are only one academic year in duration, the 
benefits on student self-efficacy, independence and exposure to research are very apparent. 
Across all three cohorts of past, current and future students, similar transitional problems are 
encountered. A total of 31 students were recruited into the study as retrospective, current and 
prospective students that have studied, are currently or aim to study the Bachelor of Honours 
or Postgraduate Diploma course. The research design for this study uses an interpretivists 
paradigm, semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis to capture the shared experiences 
of first-time postgraduate students. The retrospective, current and prospective views from 
past, current and future students aids in confirming the U-Curve Adjustment Theory of 
understanding how students transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study. NVivo 
software assists in generating themes that are used to structure the following results in chapter 
4 aided by quotes from the study participants. Results demonstrate that the major issues 
students face are lack of information provision, uncertain expectations and difficulties with 
time and workload management. Many of the stressors experienced in postgraduate study are 
mitigated by the support of supervisors, academic peers and the institution. Recommendations 
gained from this study include: creating an information booklet or webpage outlining Honours 
and PGDip study in the Department of Anatomy, embedding a transition process to 
Honours/PGDip postgraduate study in all 300 level courses and creating a calendar for first-
time postgraduate student to ensure students receive the right information at an appropriate 
time. Students are also encouraged to develop help-seeking behaviours, have regular 
communication with supervisors and access the available support services provided by the 
University.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Hapaitia te ara tika pumau ai te rangatira mo nga uri whakatipu  
Foster the pathway of knowledge to strength, independence and growth for future 
generations  
 
This thesis is structured beginning with a personal introduction, or mihi whakātau, 
acknowledging the inspiration for this body of work, my mother. Whakātauki (Māori 
proverbs) begin or conclude sections that have personally motivated my higher education 
experiences and are thus used to encompass my world view of education through a cultural 
lens. The introduction sets the scene for postgraduate study and the educational transitions 
that are noted throughout current literature. Following the introduction is an in-depth view of 
postgraduate study and transitions within chapter 2, the literature review. Chapter 3 describes 
the research design of this project and the participants, who voluntarily took part in this study, 
as well as an overview of how the results were analysed. Results, in chapter 4, explain the 
experiences of first-time postgraduate students broken down into seven parts and supported 
by statistics analysed through NVivo software. The first part begins with the transition from 
undergraduate to postgraduate study, following through to preparation and expectations of 
Honours and PGDip, that are explored within this study, in part 2. Part 3 looks at the 
supervisor experience followed by managing the workload of Honours and PGDip in part 4. 
Part 5 examines stressors of postgraduate study and part 6 delves into the research component, 
a first for many students. The results are concluded with what students expect to happen after 
Honours and PGDip, comparing what they thought should be provided by their Department 
and what should be sought after themselves. Eleven main themes that are found within the 
results that are further extended upon with the discussion in chapter 5. Themes found with the 
study are as followed: the cohort, transition into 400-level postgraduate study, expectations of 
the Honours/PGDip year, preliminary lectures, the provision of information, study habits, 
differences from undergraduate study, the research component, supervisor experiences, near 
peer support, careers after Honours and PGDip and additional stressors. The discussion is 
concluded with limitations and recommendations to improve both the study and future 400-
level student experiences. The conclusion, in chapter 6, summaries the study and 
demonstrates the importance of transition and postgraduate study.  




1.1 MIHI WHAKĀTAU (GREETINGS/PERSONAL 
INTRODUCTION)  
 
My mother is an intelligent, strong, proud Māori woman devoted to children and education. 
Twenty years of her life have been dedicated to teaching, gaining her qualification within the 
field in 2010 whilst working full time. She is the youngest of 13, born in the small town of 
Raetihi, North Island, New Zealand. I am the 13th generation of my family born in Raetihi and 
growing up, my mother would remind me how alike we are. She would tell me that our mana 
(strength) comes from a long line of strong Māori women. That our tribe, Ngāti Rangi, was 
led by a woman named Uenuku-Manawa-Wiri, and I am her direct descendent, and therefore, 




Picture this. You are a young student just finishing an undergraduate bachelor’s degree after 
three long years of studying. You have learnt how to study, started piecing together the 
foundations of your future career and have decided to add a cherry on top of that well-earnt 
qualification. That cherry is a postgraduate degree or diploma, an additional year to foster the 
pathway of knowledge to strength, independence and growth for your future. Although you 
have spent years in a tertiary institution learning the ups and downs of higher education, this 
is still a journey saturated with uncertainties. But what is the saying? If it were easy, everyone 
would do it, and things that are worth it requires hard work. Welcome to postgraduate study. 
Enjoy the ride.  
 
Educational transitions can be difficult for students as they move from familiar territories to 
unfamiliar environments (Tobbell et al., 2008) and resituate their knowledge (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). New experiences, new surroundings and often uncertain expectations can 
bombard students, creating overwhelming feelings of anxiety and discomfort, as well as 
excitement (O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007). Research has brought to light expectations and 
experiences of students transitioning through education, notably the first-year transition into 
University (Nelson et al. 2006; Leese 2010; Bowels et al. 2014; Robins, Roberts and Sarris, 
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2018). These studies have highlighted a holistic approach to transition (Nelson et al., 2006), 
integrating students into University life (Leese, 2010), what students previous experiences are 
prior to University (Bowels et al., 2014), and understanding the causes of student burnout 
(Robins, Roberts and Sarris). Such research has drawn attention to difficulties students 
encounter such as increased stress levels due to the transition from home to University 
(D’Zurilla & Sheedy, 1991), separation from family and friends, adjusting to a new 
environment (Ross et al., 1999), the pressure to earn good grades (Hirsch & Ellis, 1996), new 
responsibilities and an unknown future (Doble & Supriya, 2011). Besides these, students also 
encounter difficulties with time pressures (Sgan-Cohen & Lowental, 1988), financial 
pressures, their relationships with peers, family and friends (Wright, 1967), as well as 
assessment deadlines (Misra & McKean, 2000), unclear assignments and a demanding 
workload (Frazer & Kohn, 1986) that is more intellectually challenging than they have 
previously experienced. In addition to the secondary-tertiary transition, research has also 
targeted first-time Masters and PhD students (Larcombe & McCosker, 2005; Watts, 2009; 
Dabney et al. 2016) beginning postgraduate study. These studies have shown student 
struggles with supervision (Connell, 1985), time management (Olubor & Osunde, 2007), 
resource availability (Hamade & Al-Yousef, 2010) and accessibility (Sweeny & Rhoden), 
unknown expectations and experiences (Symons, 2011), academic issues with writing (West, 
2012) and assessments (Lau, 2016), as well as non-academic issues such as mental health 
(Madhan, Rajupurohit & Gayathri, 2012), physical health (Rosenthal, Russel & Thomson, 
2006) and holistic (cultural) health (Hudson, 2004). By identifying the importance of barriers 
and issues that students face when transitioning, various modes of support - workshops, 
support groups and various programmes – can be established to help and support them 
through their education.  
 
In New Zealand, there is a unique level of study, Honours and Postgraduate Diplomas 
(PGDip), that may be undertaken after a bachelor’s degree has been completed. Honours and 
PGDip study can be described as being situated between the undergraduate and the longer and 
more focused postgraduate experiences of Masters and PhD. There are elements of 
undergraduate study that make their way into Honours and PGDip through the requirement of 
3 or 4 papers that need to be undertaken alongside a research project. The classes that students 
attend for their papers provide them with a semi-structured timetable that allows them to self-
direct the remaining time throughout their week for their research project. Distinct from 
Masters and PhD, Honours and PGDip each consist of one academic year, providing an 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
4 
intense introduction to conducting research. The New Zealand Bachelor of Honours degree is 
a distinct level of study recognised on the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (Level 8) 
as a marked increase in abilities and an advancement within higher education (CUAP 
Handbook, 2019). In addition, the PGDip degree is also recognised with the same qualities 
but differs slightly from Honours, mainly in the entry requirements. This particular group of 
modern Hons and PGDip students has become the middle child of educational transitions, 
overlooked and forgotten. The unwritten experiences of first-time postgraduate students are 
now being documented, joining the plethora of student transitions. The literature largely 
neglects this group of students’ experiences and such knowledge may provide insight into this 
educational transition and may benefit broader educational transitions. Lack of information 
about these students’ experiences may mean that students are provided with less information 
than students at other transitions and may be poorly prepared for what lies ahead. By 
disregarding these students’, information about the provision of resources and support 
services are left unknown. Both the students and institution are left with the assumption that 
first-time postgraduate study is indifferent from undergraduate study and therefore requires no 
additional support for such a move, which is far from reality.  
 
As more students in New Zealand are gaining undergraduate degrees, there has been an 
increase in the number of students choosing to undertake postgraduate study. In 2010 there 
were 10,740 Honours and 5,380 PGDip, a total of 16,120 students enrolled across all NZ 
tertiary institutions. In 2019 there were 13,165 Honours & 5,390 PGDip (total 18,555), which 
is a 15.10% increase in postgraduate student numbers in nine years (EducationCountsNZ). 
These increases are seen as a positive change, as higher education increases the range of life 
choices and opportunities open to New Zealanders. Of note, there has been a 28.85% increase 
in the number of Māori students and a 53.26% increase in the number of Pacific students 
studying Honours or PGDip (EducationCountsNZ). The more qualified people are, the more 
likely they are to be employed, earn more and have a strong national and cultural identity 
(Ministry of Education, 2014a). The question remains why 400-level Honours and PGDip 
postgraduate students have been neglected from educational transition research; do they even 
experience a transition?  
 
The present study addressed questions about the transition to postgraduate study through 
semi-structured interviews with first-time postgraduate students studying Anatomy, 
Neuroscience and Biomedical Sciences at The University of Otago. 400-level students within 
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the study were asked about their expectations, motivations and experiences in their first time 
being a postgraduate student. They were also asked about any support they received or had 
hoped to receive. Furthermore, students were asked for any recommendations and advice that 
could be put forward, from what they had learnt during their first year studying at a 
postgraduate level, for future students that may wish to study Honours and PGDip. In order to 
find if students experience a transition into postgraduate study the following questions were 
asked of participants; What do Anatomy, Neuroscience and Biomedical Science students 
expect Honours & PGDip to be like? Why do students do Honours and PGDip study? How do 
student experiences of the year match their expectations, or not? And what resources do 
students think they need to succeed and does this change over time? Together, the answers to 
these questions will provide a more in-depth understanding of Honours and PGDip students’ 
experiences. Answers will also offer potential avenues of support that the institution may 
implement to help students transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study.  
 
Literature around student transitions were researched in depth in order to uncover student 
experiences of first-time postgraduate study. The literature review begins with personal 
accounts of higher education and the structure of tertiary education in New Zealand, focusing 
specifically on the Bachelor of Honours and Postgraduate Diploma degree. This is then 
contrasted with Bachelor of Honours and Postgraduate Diplomas around the world and why 
students choose to pursue these higher levels of study. Following these topics is an in depth 
view of transitions into postgraduate study, the importance of researching the transition into 
postgraduate study and similarities and differences between undergraduate and postgraduate 
study. External influences on higher education study are taken into account through an 
examination of balancing social and academic life and support from academic staff through 
the student-supervisor dynamic. Postgraduate-specific barriers are assessed as well as the 
change in learning from a taught programme to a research focused programme. Experiences 
of support systems in postgraduate study are taken into account including; financial support, 
academic support, emotional support and cultural support. The literature review is concluded 
with a personal view of the perspective of a student research researching students, including 
the potential bias this many bring to this study. The following chapter provides all of this 
information in the literature review.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 MY EDUCATIONAL JOURNEY  
 
At the foot of Mount Ruapehu, Central North Island New Zealand sits a beautiful co-ed 
secondary school called ‘Ruapehu (Rock) College.’ In my rural community, most students 
will balance school with jobs and home commitments, as many help care for their family both 
financially and as carers while parents work. Students typically leave school around their 17th 
birthday to alleviate their families’ financial pressures, usually with a Level 2 New Zealand 
Qualification (NZQF). The attraction of attending a rural school derives from the highly 
engaging classes on offer, such as outdoor education, hospitality experience and woodshop. 
Although the practical hands-on nature of the classes made for an engaging, enjoyable 
secondary school experience, classes such as chemistry and physics were only accessible 
through video conferencing courses. From the literature, some may refer to my background as 
‘non-traditional’ (Archer & Hutchings, 2000; Reay, 2002; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007) as I 
come from a low socioeconomic rural area, received education through decile 1-2 schools 
(Connor et al. 2001; Archer et al. 2002), and am Māori, an ethnic minority in New Zealand. 
Although these attributes may be considered ‘disadvantaged’, the ‘tradition’ they belong to 
challenges a perspective of learning by standardised tests, neglecting the value of the variety 
and type of teaching I received. My journey through education has been met with numerous 
educators passionate about my aspirations and significant support networks such as my 
whānau (family) and years of initiatives set up by the NZ education system. I felt as though 
my education was tailored to me, a Montessorian approach to learning (Faryadi, 2007), as 
opposed to receiving an education that may be considered ‘sub-par’. In a Māori world view a 
Montessorian approach draws on ‘mana (strength) potential’, incorporating a student’s 
strengths and never stating their weaknesses (MacFarlane et al. 2008). It engages students to 
learn in their own way so that standardised subjects are less susceptible to becoming a 
student’s ‘weakness’. I came to University with a strong sense of self, excited about the 
opportunity to personalise my own learning with subjects I was interested in.  
 
At 18 years old, I came to the University of Otago to study First-Year Health Sciences. The 
population of my home town is a fraction of the number students enrolled in the course, let 
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alone the University as a whole. I was unsure of what to expect, overwhelmed by the options 
but exhilarated by the environment. Noticeable changes within this sense of self came at times 
of transition when making decisions about my learning. There were so many different 
subjects that stimulated my interests; the study options seemed limitless but I had no idea 
what I was doing and I felt, without direction, my choices might lead me in the wrong 
direction as I was well under-prepared. Fortunately, the University predicted this state of mind 
and my transition was met with countless initiatives set up to guide me through this unknown 
territory. Additionally, there was also a myriad of support networks in place to ensure I 
navigated these aspects of the transition smoothly. Furlong et al., (2003) suggested that a 
smooth transition addresses aspects of personal agency, such as motivation and initiative, as 
well as resource deficits such as training, knowledge and support. Despite the learning 
environment being completely different from what I grew up with, the support networks in 
place allowed me to find what I would like to study, build the skills necessary to succeed with 
my study and point me in the direction of the resources available to help me. A holistic 
approach to transitions increases their effectiveness because of how they incorporate personal 
support underpinned by resources (Furlong et al., 2003).  
 
Another transition, once my undergraduate degree was obtained, occurred as I gained the title 
‘Postgraduate student’ but, unlike undergraduate, this journey had to be self-navigated. 
Despite my three years of undergraduate study, I was unsure of my postgraduate options or 
which resources to access for answers. I entered postgraduate life excited but terrified of the 
uncertainty, as were many of my friends and peers. Our first year as postgraduate students 
was difficult but rewarding. We all experienced similar concerns and hardships as well as 
lessons learnt about ourselves, our work ethic and major personal achievements. The nature of 
mine and my peers’ experiences provide a strong foundation for why I, as a student 
researcher, am in an excellent position to study students making the transition to becoming 
researchers. In this study, by using student narratives to describe student experiences, the 
seemingly overlooked transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study is brought to light. 
 
 Inā kei te mohio koe ko wai koe, I anga mai koe I hea 
 Kei te mohio koe, Kei te anga ki hea  
 If you know who you are and where you are from  
 Then you know where you are going  
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2.2 TERTIARY EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND 
 
In 1869 New Zealand established their first University, The University of Otago, opening in 
July 1871 (McLintock, 1966). Built on a British Model, the New Zealand (NZ) Tertiary 
Education system has undergone numerous reforms to recognise learning in, and lowering 
barriers to moving across, different aspects of the system (Crawford, 2016). Such reforms, 
such as the Student Loan Scheme introduced in 1992 (Pollock, 2012), have resulted in a 
steady increase of students entering tertiary education and attaining a degree. Prior to 1990 
few students attended University, mostly due to the large financial barrier to education. 
Designed to provide access to finance for tuition fees, living costs and other tertiary educated-
related costs, the scheme reduced the financial barrier for many students, and NZ saw a 49% 
increase in tertiary student enrolment between 1990 and 1995 (Tearney, 2016). To measure 
the study workload of a student, NZ uses a measurement called Equivalent Full-Time Student 
or ‘EFTS’: 0.125 EFTS is equivalent to 15 credits. A student has nominally 7 EFTS, equating 
to 7 – 8 years of tertiary study and encompassing both undergraduate and graduate education. 
Nowadays, 40.9% of young New Zealanders are expected to obtain a bachelors or equivalent 
degree before the age of 30. Ranked at 7 out of 31 countries, this is one of the highest 
percentages in the OECD (OECD 2018 data). With an increase in the number of students 
gaining their degrees, there is also an increase in the number of students that are now 
choosing to undertake postgraduate study. From 2010 to 2019, all NZ tertiary institutions saw 
a 15.10% increase in the number of students enrolled in Honours and PGDip’s 
(EducationCountsNZ). Such an increase in postgraduate student numbers is seen as a positive 
change for both students and the economy. Higher education expands the range of 
opportunities open to New Zealanders as it increases the likelihood of employment, earnings 
and contributes to a strong national and cultural identity (Ministry of Education, 2014a).  
 
2.2.1 HONOURS & POSTGRADUATE DIPLOMAS 
(PGDIP) IN NEW ZEALAND  
 
The postgraduate study builds on an already obtained undergraduate qualification, allowing a 
student to take their qualification to the next level. The title infers the requirement that a 
student must have completed a bachelor’s degree in order to undertake postgraduate study, 
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advancing on the already acquired qualification (NZQA, 2015). The Bachelor of Honours 
degree and Postgraduate Diploma (PGDip) degrees are a distinct, independent programme of 
study at a postgraduate level with a substantial research focus (CUAP, 2015). Both degrees 
quantify to Level 8 on the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (NZQF) and are usually 
achieved as discrete 120 credit degrees following a Bachelor’s degree (Level 7). Both degrees 
denote a mark of proficiency once attained, providing the foundation for higher studies (refer 
to Figure 1), but there are a few notable differences. Entry into an Honours degree is normally 
based on the achievement of at least a B+ average (75–79%) grade in credits that are relevant 
to the student’s proposed Honours study. Additionally, if achieved to an appropriate standard, 
an Honours degree will prepare graduates for enrolment into a Master’s degree or 
consideration for entry to Doctoral studies, colloquially known as ‘the fast track to PhD’ 
(CUAP Handbook, 2019). PGDip is open to graduates or students able to demonstrate the 
level of experience appropriate to their chosen programme comprising 120 credits at NQZF 
Level 8 (CUAP Handbook, 2019). The PGDip degree is unique as individuals that show an 
ability to perform at this level (NZQF Level 8) may be granted entry with the relevant skills 
acquired (not necessarily the academic grades). The University of Otago requires a minimum 
level of academic performance, lower than that of Honours, typically within a relatively 
narrow and closely related subject. Graduates of PGDip are eligible to enrol in a Master’s 
Degree (NZQF Level 9) or PhD, dependent on the research component (see Figure.2) is 
achieved to an appropriate standard. Honours and PGDip are one academic year full-time 
programmes involving a taught component and a research component. The taught component 
involves students selecting subject papers to fulfil the point requirements in addition to their 
research component (see Figure.2). Honours degree requires students to take 3 papers at 400-
level in the major subject of interest, and PGDipSci requires 4 papers (see Table 3).  
 
2.2.2 HONOURS & PGDIP AROUND THE WORLD 
 
The Bachelor of Honours degree and PGDip may be compared around the world based on 
their entry point, learning outcomes and progression towards higher study. Most Honours 
degrees around the world are incorporated into an undergraduate degree, with the majority of 
students taking four years to complete. In addition, the Honours degree is meritorious, 
awarded as a result of high marks in an undergraduate study (see Figure 2). A distinct 
difference is that the NZ Bachelor of Honours degree is a postgraduate qualification, 
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recognised on the NZQF as an advanced level of study. Because the NZ Bachelor’s degree is 
a three-year undergraduate degree, the addition of a postgraduate academic year provides a 
similar timeframe (4 years) for completion as Bachelor of Honours degrees elsewhere in the 
world. 
 
As shown in Figure 2, the NZ Bachelor of Honours degree has an advanced entry point that is 
normally based on achieving above-average performance in credits within the undergraduate 
Bachelor’s degree, with emphasis on the third year of study. Papers taken to achieve entry 
into the Honours degree during the undergraduate study are preparatory for the postgraduate 
Honours curriculum, including research. This compares with other countries that allow 
entrance into the traditional 4 year Bachelor with Honours directly from secondary school, 
thus inclusive in the undergraduate degree. The PGDip degree requires a lower grade for 
entry, allowing a more diverse range of students to enter postgraduate study (CUAP, 2015). 
Other countries around the world, such as China, India and the USA, require an entrance 
examination to enter the progressive levels of post-baccalaureate study, such that entrance 
examinations rather than undergraduate performance restrict progressive educational 
opportunities.  
 
The second notable difference between NZ post-graduate degrees and diplomas and those in 
the rest of the world are the learning outcomes for the NZ Honours degree and PGDip. The 
NZ Bachelor of Honours Degree and PGDip qualifications have a substantial research focus, 
whereas other Honours degrees around the world may or may not have a research component 
involved. The advanced knowledge, skills and competencies that are required of a student in 
order to pass Honours and PGDip allow for the progression to higher studies if they are 
achieved to a particular level. The final difference with the Honours and PGDip degrees 
around the world is their progression to higher studies. If a student achieves Honours and 
PGDip to an appropriate level, they may gain entry into Masters or PhD (see Figure 2), 





Figure 1. Honours & PGDip Around the World. Countries are indicated by flags with a simplified 
version of their Qualifications Framework/Education System below. The orange indicates the 
Honours/PGDip level of study compared across the world.  Abbreviations: NZQF; New Zealand 
Qualifications Framework; AQF; Australian Qualifications Framework; PG; Postgraduate; Cert; 





























Entrance / High 
School Diploma 
University 
Entrance / High 
School Diploma University Entrance / High School Diploma 
Completion of a 
Diploma followed 








Entrance / High 
School Diploma 

































CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
12 
2.3 WHY STUDY HONOURS/PGDIP? 
 
There are a plethora of reasons why a student undertakes Honours and PGDip. The degrees 
provide students with the chance to explore more in-depth a subject of interest, offers the 
opportunity for a broader range of students and academic abilities (see 2.3.1), and imparts 
students with skills and abilities to navigate further education or to enter the workforce with 
more experience and maturity all in a single academic year. Research has shown that students 
are motivated to pursue postgraduate study through career-related aspirations, improving 
employment prospects or out of personal interest (Mellors-Bourne, Hooley & Marriott, 2014).  
 
Predictors of success in undergraduate studies are often based on grades; what grades they 
have from High School, and what grades they obtain across their studies. With a grade level 
required to enter 400-level, this reduces the number of poor-performing students, but that does 
not necessarily mean they will be successful with the research component of their degree 
since that is something new and unknown, so it is difficult to predict how they will do. 
Studies of undergraduate students have identified cognitive and non-cognitive skills as 
important predictors of success in their studies (Hood 1992; Ting 1998; Kautz et al., 2014). 
Cognitive skills, such as reading and writing are used quite frequently throughout schooling 
as they provide a means to assess a students’ academic capabilities. Non-cognitive skills such 
as focus, persistence, organisation, self-discipline and seeking help are never explicitly 
assessed throughout schooling (Kautz et al. 2014), so they are perhaps not identified as 
valuable but become just as important, if not more, during the postgraduate study than 
cognitive skills. In comparison to undergraduate students, postgraduate students are able to 
recognise what they need to learn, why they need to learn it and sometimes how they are able 
to learn (Ho & Kember, 2018). This recognition of non-cognitive abilities gives students the 
competence to identify gaps in their knowledge and hone in their personalised learning or 
focus (Willison & O’Regan, 2007). As students become researchers, they recognise how 
perseverance, motivation and self-discipline add to their success in the postgraduate study 
(Willison & O’Regan, 2007). By demonstrating how important non-cognitive skills are for 
success in undergraduate study, it may set students up to effectively manoeuvre the transition 
from undergraduate to postgraduate study. Postgraduate students may be shown non-cognitive 
skills explicitly by their supervisors or academic peers, or through the experience of 
postgraduate study itself.  
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
13 
2.4 TRANSITION INTO POSTGRADUATE STUDY  
 
Transitions signify a move from a familiar environment to an unfamiliar one (Tobbell et al. 
2008). Typically, we know of transitions that conform to socially constructed events such as 
leaving school, starting work and retiring (Hareven & Masaoka, 1990). But as defined 
previously, transitions entail moving into the unknown. Educational transitions involve 
moving and resituating one’s knowledge and experience from one context, area or field, to 
another (Lave & Wenger, 1991). How an individual experiences and manages transitions 
depends on several factors: the place of a transition in an individual’s life in relation to 
previously experienced transitions (Hareven & Masaoka, 1988), the expectations of the 
transition (Homlegaard, Madsen & Ulriksen, 2016), their approach to transitions (Furlong et 
al., 2003) and the coping strategies they develop to deal with the transition (Homlegaard, 
Madsen & Ulriksen, 2016). Known educational transitions include; entry into schooling and 
shifts between schools (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Hargreaves & Galton, 2002; Tobbell, 2003), 
students moving into higher education (Reay, 2002; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007a/b; Leese 
2010; Bowels et al. 2014) and the transition into Masters or Doctoral studies (PhD transition) 
(Larcombe & McCosker, 2005; Watts, 2009; Dabney et al. 2016). By studying transitions, 
researchers have identified a variety of issues that students encounter and have used this 
knowledge to develop strategies to assist students, such as: offering timely access to support 
services (Nelson et al. 2006), providing mental health support (Robins, Roberts and Sarris, 
2018) and increasing students’ sense of belonging (Thomas, 2012). In addition, research on 
transitions gives recognition to student struggles and demonstrates that the difficulties they 
encounter are not theirs alone but something shared amongst most students.  
 
The focus of this research is the transition from undergraduate study into 400-level 
postgraduate study, which, relative to studies of other transitions, is underrepresented in the 
higher education literature. The majority of students entering postgraduate study are 21-24 
year-olds that have just completed their undergraduate degree (University of Otago Annual 
Report, 2019). There is a wealth of research on young people in this age group, at least in 
regard to their social life, that can inform how change or transition impacts them and may be 
applicable to postgraduate students (Evans & Furlong, 2000; Furlong et al., 2003). 
Nonetheless, this leaves unanswered questions in respect to their: level of education, work 
ethic, intelligence, life experience, maturity, mental health etc., so studying this group offers 
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unique opportunities to contribute to the social science and education literature surrounding 
the transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study.  
 
2.5 WHY RESEARCH THE TRANSITION INTO 
POSTGRADUATE STUDY?  
 
Educational research emphasises understanding, explaining and predicting human behaviour. 
In this project, I have used one-on-one interviews conducted across the year as a means to 
explore a ‘year in the life of a first-time postgraduate student’ across a range of students 
undertaking postgraduate study. In addition to cataloguing their experiences, this study aims 
to catalogue which resources are available to students, what resources are used, if they are 
helpful and the best time to allocate them. By bringing to light issues surrounding the 
transition into postgraduate study, this study hopes to describe the expectations and 
experiences of first-year postgraduate students and demonstrate the transition process 
postgraduate students go through. Through this cataloguing exercise, it is hoped that this will 
provide potential solutions for first-time postgraduate students to support them throughout the 
Honours and PGDipSci course.  
Figure 2. The New Zealand Qualification System at the Tertiary Level. Incorporating the New Zealand 
Qualification Framework, Figure 1 shows the tertiary education system in New Zealand. From NZQF 
Level 5 onwards is tertiary study. Also shown is the associated papers in the Honours (ANAT490) and 







Level 5 Start of Bachelors degree
Bachelors 360 credits
72 credits at level 7  
Bachelor of Honours 120 credits
480 credits Bachelors inclusive or 
120 discrete credits  
120 credits at level 8 
Postgraduate Diploma 120 credits 
72 credits at level 8
ANAT480 
Research Project ANAT490 
Dissertation
Masters 240 credits
40 credits at level 9 
ANAT490 
Dissertation
PhD 360 credits 
360 credits at level 10
University of Otago Anatomy Honours/PGDip Structure 




2.6 SIMILARITIES & DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
UNDERGRADUATE & POSTGRADUATE STUDY  
 
Research on educational transitions helps to illuminate potential barriers and provide tools so 
students may make a positive adjustment. Most research of the first-year undergraduate 
experience attempts to identify factors during the transition that may contribute to student 
stressors (Rowley et al. 2008). Due to this, the undergraduate experience has improved, but 
the imbalance of research on the postgraduate transition means that improving the 
postgraduate student experience has not been equitable (Kegan, 2000). Once a student reaches 
postgraduate level, typically after three years, they build differing levels of confidence with 
both tertiary education and as professionals (Cruess, Cruess & Steinert, 2016). Additionally, 
constant changes within the economy pose challenges for education systems, which in turn 
interact with selection processes to filter young people into the occupational hierarchy; and 
thus implying that the majority of students will study in pursuit of qualification as opposed to 
acquiring knowledge (Wallace & Kovatcheva, 1998). With this view, postgraduate study may 
be seen as a means to an end instead of the next step towards higher education. The benefit of 
the NZ Honours degree and PGDip is that in addition to gaining a higher qualification, the 
design of the course offers a snapshot view of research, an opportunity to see if research is a 
good fit as a career choice, and provides skills that assist in future employment opportunities 
through practical work. 
 
Kia whakatōmuri te haere whakamua 
I walk backwards into the future with my eyes fixed on my past 
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2.7 BALANCING SOCIAL AND ACADEMIC LIFE IN 
POSTGRADUATE STUDY  
 
Students balance academic ‘work’ with extracurricular ‘play’. It is important to understand 
the balance of social and academic life for a student and any extracurricular activities they 
commit to that may impact their academic performance and wellbeing (Winstone et al., 
2020). Dooris et al. (2010) demonstrates how all aspects of University life - including both 
academic and extracurricular activities - are relevant to and have a role in supporting student 
health and wellbeing. Extracurricular activities are believed to benefit students for a multitude 
of reasons, including wellbeing (Busseri et al. 2011; Bland et al. 2012), employability 
benefits (Clark et al. 2015) and positive impacts on their academic life (Stuart et al., 2011). 
Starting a course or programme at University, having an additional workload, and reshaping 
identity often results in people dropping external commitments such as art, music, sport and 
socialising, which are all individually catered for in the University experience. Often this 
affects science majors quite significantly, as they feel they need to give up something other 
than science that they enjoy, and that can often provide a good outlet (Winstone et al., 2020). 
It can be assumed that many science majors seem to completely drop all interests in things 
that are non-science, as they feel it is important in being a scientist, at least this is a theme 
seen among many students in different disciplines transitioning into postgraduate study 
(Tobbell, O’Donnell & Zammit, 2010). Balancing social interactions outside of science and 
academic identities within science can be difficult. According to Winstone et al. (2020), it can 
be especially troublesome and stressful for students to assign proper time between academic 
and non-academic interests. Engaging in activities other than schooling has been noted as 
negative ‘acceptable’ student practice (Gourlay, 2015), due to the lack of primary focus being 
on education. Astin (1999) contradicts these findings, believing that students involved in 
University embrace campus life and uninvolved students abstain from extracurricular 
activities (Astin, 1999). The literature surrounding the loss of external interests demonstrate 
how students may suffer both physically and psychologically (Bowman, 2010; Kilgo et al. 
2016), which may account for increasing rates of poor mental health in higher education 
student populations (Baik, Larcombe & Booker, 2019). The overall theme within the literature 
is that balance is key, but students struggle to not only find this balance, but sustain it.  
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There is a wealth of research defining academic and social identities among University 
students (Barnett, 2003). The way a student views themselves both personally and as a 
researcher contributes to how they navigate through their studies for the first time as 
independent learners (Todd, Bannister & Clegg, 2004). There is a hierarchal movement 
students go through that they adapt their identity to, as do people in their surrounding 
environment. The Department that a student belongs to itself delivers a sense of identity 
through stability as a store of resources and as a physical home (Kogan, 2000). There is mana 
(pride) in carrying the Department name as an academic, and through the representation of a 
field they feel so passionate about. By recognising their academic and social identities and 
where they are most attributable, students enhance their self-confidence within study and are 
more adapted to research in general.  
 
2.8 ACADEMIC STAFF SUPPORTING POSTGRADUATE 
STUDY: FROM LECTURER TO SUPERVISOR  
 
As previously described, postgraduate students are a population with differing levels of skills 
and attributes. The same could be said for academic staff. Churchman (2006) found academic 
staff at an Australian University stressed that ‘different aspects of academic work are 
understood as being of different value to individuals, their University and society.’ 
Organisations, such as the University of Otago, are often hierarchically structured and work-
teams that employees belong to are embedded within that structure. Changing the way 
students view academia through this hierarchal lens can modify the way students interact with 
academic faculty and administrative staff (Cook-Sather et al. 2014; Harrington, Flint & 
Healey, 2014). Educators are not expected to know undergraduate students individually, nor 
tend to their particular needs, but should be encouraged to create a variety of open-ended 
learning activities that can be tailored by the individual student (Hockings et al. 2008). This 
approach is believed to create an environment where students learn to take responsibility for 
their own learning (Stone et al. 2002). However, students and teachers have different concepts 
of learning (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004). Educators are influenced by their Department and 
institutional policies, academic community and socio-political climate, which in turn 
influences how students are expected to learn. Students, on the other hand, assess how course 
material is selected, organised and presented to adapt their learning style to what is expected 
of them (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004). When the styles of teaching and learning are matched, 
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learning is more compatible and teachers are rated positively. However, when teaching and 
learning styles are mismatched students can become frustrated, demotivated and can affect 
their academic performance (Ford & Chen, 2001; Gilakjari, 2012). There is an argument that 
mismatching can help learners develop a more integrated approach to learning and overcome 
weaknesses within their learning (Honey & Mumford, 1986; 1992), but this approach fails to 
take into account a positive learning experience from the students perspective.  
 
2.8.1 THE STUDENT-SUPERVISOR DYNAMIC 
 
Teaching does not automatically lead to learning (Vermunt & Verloop, 1999). There are a 
wide variety of both students and supervisors in postgraduate study, and an important part of 
postgraduate studies is understanding the supervisor-student dynamic. Supervisors play a vital 
role in the postgraduate experience, and communication between the student and the 
supervisor is the key to a successful relationship (Ives & Rowley, 2005), which in turn plays a 
large role in determining the student’s success. Supervisors can relieve stress in postgraduate 
students with regular contact, providing timely feedback and improving the clarity of 
correspondence (Silinda & Brubacher, 2016). The present study agrees with findings from 
Silinda & Brubacher (2016) as the role of the 400-level supervisor is to guide a student 
through the academic and administrative requirements of their degree (NZQA), relieving the 
stress of the uncertainties of postgraduate study. Lee (2008) compiled research on doctoral 
students to form a framework for concepts of supervision. This framework demonstrated 
outcomes for postgraduate students as well as the relationship between the student and 
supervisors and how this was affected by how dependent a student was (see Figure 3). In 
addition, a supervisor’s experience of their own postgraduate study may dictate how they 
supervise (Delamont, Atkinson & Parry, 2000), as well as influence their own concepts of 
what supervision entails (Lee, 2008).  




Table 1. Concepts of Supervision. Concepts of supervision compared with dependence and independence 
and the outcomes of students. Functional refers to project management, Enculturation is where a student is 
encouraged to be a member of the disciplinary community and Critical thinking involves students 
questioning and analysing their work. Emancipation encourages students to question and develop 
themselves and the last column (far right) refers to the relationship between the supervisor and student  
From Lee (2008) 
 
2.9 POSTGRADUATE-SPECIFIC BARRIERS TO 
TRANSITION  
 
The experiences of undergraduate students play a significant role in pursuing postgraduate 
education (Astin, 1993). Students are exposed to postgraduate study and research in their 
undergraduate degree through interactions with demonstrators, lecturers and guest lecturers, 
participating in research projects - such as summer school projects - taking interdisciplinary 
courses and attending various information sessions (Astin, 1993; Pascerella & Terenzini, 
1991; Tinto, 1993). How involved a student is in their academic experiences (Astin, 1993) 
and how integrated a student is within a discipline both socially and academically (Tinto, 
1993) influences the decision to pursue postgraduate study (Ethington & Smart, 1986; Hearn; 
1987). A higher degree of interaction with faculty increases the likelihood of pursuing 
postgraduate study (Hathaway et al., 2002). Students that are interested in doing postgraduate 
study must not only meet the requirements of postgraduate study (see 1.3.1 and 1.3.2), but 
also directly contact researchers about their projects, find a suitable supervisor that agrees to 
Professional Role                                                                                                     Personal Self 




Dependence Student needs 
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work with them and fill out an application form. In addition, the process of applying for 
postgraduate study must be done in a timely manner or students may miss out on an aspired 
project or supervisor they would like to work with as there are limited places. This process is 
a stark contrast to only filling out a form online and ticking a box to choose a major in 
undergraduate study. Consequently, there are both social and academic barriers to this 
transition.  
 
As discussed previously (see 2.3.1), educational transitions are an emotional process that can 
incorporate feelings of excitement as well as distress (Christie et al. 2008). These features are 
well-documented and catered for in undergraduate study (Zepke et al. 2005). Despite 
similarities and additional barriers encountered in postgraduate study, such as integration into 
a chosen Department, the complexity and diversity of postgraduate student experiences are 
not always accommodated by universities, so they may not be seen as potential problems for 
students (Crane et al. 2016). Although there is very scarce research surrounding Honours and 
PGDip postgraduate-specific barriers, some parallels may be drawn from studies on Masters 
and PhD students navigating first-time postgraduate study (see Figure 4 below).  
 
Table 2. Postgraduate-Specific Barriers to Transition Summary. Research highlighting common 
barriers faced by students and associated findings implemented to assist students in navigating the barriers. 
Table 1. Postgraduate Specific Barriers to Transition 
Barrier(s) Researcher(s) & Country Research Focus Research findings 
Supervision Student-supervisor 
relationship 
Connell (1985)     
Australia 
Human educational relationship 
rather than technical process 
Proper communication with student
Organizational 
Issues
Time Management Olubor & Osunde (2007)     
Nigeria
Time allocation between study 
and leisure 




Hamade & Al-Yousef (2010)     
Nigeria 
The use of Information services Physical resources are more favoured 
compared to electronic 
Resource 
Accessibility 
Sweeny & Rhoden (2005)     
Australia
Academic Interactive Resources 
targeted to all undergraduates 
Designing resources with accessibility and 
engagement in mind




Problems encountered with 
starting a coursework degree
Proper Induction to ease students into study 
Academic Issues Academic Writing West (2012)
UK
Difficulties with structure, 
referencing & critical analysis 







Why summative assessments are 
seen as ‘good’ and formative 
‘bad’




Mental Health Madhan, Rajpurohit & 
Gayathri (2012)
India 
Depression, anxiety and stress in 
postgraduate study 
Targeting internal factors and the academic 
climate 
Physical Health Rosenthal, Russell & Thomson 
(2006)
Australia
Health & wellbeing in 
undergraduate and postgraduate 
study 
Better health promotion education, access and 





Understanding health as mental, 
physical, spiritual & familial 
Maori health acknowledges the interactions 
between all facets of health 
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2.10 A NEW WAY OF LEARNING  
 
During undergraduate study, learning occurs through structured courses designed to provide a 
taste of individual aspects of a subject of interest. At a postgraduate level, there is an 
assumption that students become independent with their learning and are more interactive 
with support services (O’Donnell  et al., 2012; Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2013), as undergraduate 
study has prepared students for a higher level of learning (O’Donnell et al., 2009). An array of 
academic staff teach into a course, sparking the interests of students through their creative 
delivery of content and passion for their field, in addition to imparting students with the 
necessary skills for future employment (Arreola, Theall & Aleamoni, 2003). In postgraduate 
study, there is more of a requirement for learning processes (or learning how to learn) as 
opposed to how much factual information you possess as a student. Learning in undergraduate 
study teaches students what they are interested in and evaluates them on their depth of 
knowledge of that interest. Students may learn a number of skills depending on their 
engagement with the topic of interest. By contrast, postgraduate students are assumed to have 
found their interests, but now need to learn how to navigate their learning in a way to 
construct their research to pursue an avenue of interest. In addition, there is some expectation 
that they will discover the variety of potential academic and non-academic pathways available 
to them. Postgraduate students are also given more freedom in their study, as they now have 
smaller, more intense classes that they are able to structure their course around. In addition, 
postgraduate assessments are more formative than summative, that is, many postgraduate-
level assignments are given feedback rather than grades. Summative assessment creates high 
academic standards that often limit the dimensionality of how students learn (Taylor, 1994), 
but identifies what a student should know or should aspire to learn. This is important in 
undergraduate study as most postgraduate programmes have requirements for entry. Thus, the 
summative process assesses individuals and compares their performance to their peers (Gipps, 
1994). Formative assessment, on the other hand, allows teachers to intervene in the formation 
of a students’ knowledge base by providing them with feedback during the learning process 
(Bloom, Hastings & Madaus, 1971). Summative and formative assessments aim to impart 
students with skills and habits that they can carry through their study. Although skills from 
summative and formative assessments are helpful, students may not notice how effective they 
are within their study. Robert Stake (1977) described summative and formative evaluation in 
the form of a food critique; when the cook tastes the soup, this is formative evaluation, when 
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the guests taste the soup, this is summative evaluation. Summative assessment teaches 
students cognitive skills, which refers to the intellectual process of thinking and learning, and 
may be measured in tests such as an end of year exam (Kautz et al. 2014). Formative 
assessments, however, stress the need to constantly stay motivated when learning regardless 
of whether a grade is attached to the learning objectives. Formative assessment emphasises 
non-cognitive skill sets such as motivation, priorities and goals (Kautz et al. 2014). These 
latter skills become more recognisable with the transition from a rigidly structured 
undergraduate degree that focuses on cognitive skills to a flexible postgraduate degree that 
emphasises time management and self-motivation. Bar-On (2005) highlights the importance 
of non-cognitive abilities, expressing how academic performance is facilitated by being able 
to set personal goals as well as being optimistic and self-motivated to accomplish them. 
Trying, failing and learning new things is part of training to be a scientist as well as working 
towards a successful life outside of academia. For many undergraduate students, this is not a 
process they have come across before.  
 
2.11 A NEW WAY OF STUDYING 
 
In addition to adapting to a new way of learning, students also alter their studying habits to 
coincide with this. Postgraduate students find new ways of organising how they study and 
how they deal with the pressure that comes with this new way of studying.  
An important aspect of this is self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2002). Zimmerman’s 
(2002) model of self-regulated learning describes three phases; forethought, performance and 
self-reflection. Forethought occurs before learning and involves planning and goal setting. 
The performance phase is where students track their learning, involving self-monitoring and 
the progression towards their goals. Finally, self-reflection occurs after learning, where a 
student evaluates their performance against a set of standards. Self-assessment can foster self-
efficacy and motivation to learn, which enables students to perform to the best of their 
abilities (Schunk, 2003; Andrade & Valtcheva, 2009). All of these attributes teach students 
sustainable learning practices that help them monitor and manage their own learning to help 
them succeed (Boud & Soler, 2016). However, many students are reluctant to access 
appropriate support services or do formative assessments unless they are instructed to do so or 
if there are marks associated with it. On the other hand, some students are inherently able to 
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work out discrepancies within their study or proactively seek out instruction. Although the 
present study did not assess postgraduate students previous undergraduate study experiences 
in-depth, recommendations to research this further have been made.  
 
Navigating through postgraduate study, there are many factors that influence a student’s 
success. There are factors students can control, such as time management, factors they cannot 
control, like how their supervisors teach them, and finally, factors they have some control 
over, such as the choice of supervisor. These choices influence both postgraduate success and 
the postgraduate experience. Negative experiences produce negative emotions and similarly, 
positive experiences foster more encouraging feelings towards such learning experiences 
(Griffiths, Winstanley, and Gabriel, 2005). These experiences, in turn, determine both student 
enjoyment and how well they succeed. Success has differing definitions to individuals. As a 
postgraduate student, measuring the quality and quantity of the work you produce within an 
assigned project gauges how successful you are: ‘was that experiment successful?’ ‘will my 
application be successful?’ ‘Am I a success?’ This mindset is perpetuated by how success is 
viewed and how students inherently compare themselves amongst their peers. With success, 
however, comes the stress associated with failing to succeed or the mere thought of failure. 
The places in which stress can become apparent are in the aforementioned categories of what 
a postgraduate student may or may not have control over. Although students intrinsically 
should have complete control of their time, they may not have very good skills with time 
management or have other commitments that influence their ability to manage their time. 
Similarly, although postgraduate students may not have any apparent control over how their 
supervisors teach, some students will have a knack for engaging supervisors that might 
otherwise be relatively hands-off. This latter point may help explain why students with the 
same supervisor have very different experiences.  
 
2.12 SUPPORT SYSTEMS IN POSTGRADUATE STUDY  
 
One of the goals of higher education is to support learners to become more independent in 
their learning (Boud, 2000). In postgraduate study, support is presented in a myriad of forms 
that build on and within each other to create a nest of support. Friends, family, teachers 
(supervisors/lecturers), the Government and the Institution all intertwine themselves into a 
network that nestles a student. If an area of this nest gives way, the student may feel 
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themselves sinking or held up by the remaining support systems. Vygotsky’s theory of the 
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) confirms this by proposing that the construction of 
knowledge occurs as an interplay between a student and knowledgeable ‘other’ (Vygotsky, 
1978), such as an educator, friend, family or peer support group. The role of the ‘other’ is to 
support the student and encourage the expansion of this ‘zone’ through techniques that can be 
constructed or gradually diminished based upon the student’s needs in the learning process 
(Sanders & Welk, 2005). Tharp & Gallimore (1988) viewed ZPD in four stages; from the 
earliest stage of ‘other’ assisted performance and self-assisted performance (stages 1 and 2) to 
no assistance required as learning becomes internalised (stage 3). The final stage (4) 
represents major life events or environmental changes that cause the learner to return to 
earlier ZPD stages (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988), such as the transition from undergraduate to 
postgraduate study. Support systems work by providing assistance to students in places of 
need, such as financial, academic, emotional and cultural support. Postgraduate students are 
particularly vulnerable to pressures relating to conducting research, publishing and finding 
employment as well as the stress from expectations of supervisors (Hyun et al., 2006). By 
providing support in these places, students may overcome the barrier to learning and the 
negative mental health effects of postgraduate study.  
 
2.12.1 FINANCIAL SUPPORT  
 
The mental health of postgraduate students is negatively associated with confidence in 
financial status (Hyun et al., 2006). Studies have found that untreated mental health problems 
are significant contributors to postgraduate student dropout (Wilson, Mason & Ewing, 1997; 
Turner & Berry 2000) and that financial stress was a major reason for seeking counselling 
(Furr et al., 2001; Nogueria-Martins et al., 2004). Financial stress contributes significantly to 
emotional distress (Toews et al., 1997; Nogueira-Martins et al., 2004) and forms crucially 
important barriers, particularly to the participation of working-class groups in higher 
education (Archer et al. 2002). In all systems, education operates as a form of social 
reflection, which advantages those who are already privileged, who already have an 
educational advantage or have the means to buy or manipulate access to it (Griffin, 1993). 
There are also class-based differentials of family background and experience of higher 
education, such as being first in family to attend University, that influence whether students’ 
progress to postgraduate study and also implicates how prepared they are for it (Archer & 
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Hutchings, 2000). There are differing levels of family support and encouragement and an 
unequal balance of the risks and benefits associated with higher education. 
 
2.12.2 ACADEMIC SUPPORT  
 
Postgraduate study provides course-specific knowledge and a community where graduate 
attributes can be realised and used (Strake & Kumar, 2014). The University of Otago has 
profiles for postgraduate research degree attributes, which are progressively developed for 
each level of qualification; “enhanced” for Honours, “well developed” for Masters and 
“highly developed” for PhD. Graduate attributes are knowledge, skills and qualities that 
graduates realise, rather than aspire to, upon graduation (University of Otago, 2019). In 
contrast to the experience of undergraduate students, graduate students generally operate in an 
environment with less guidance, requiring significant self-motivation (Peters, 1997). Strake & 
Kumar (2014) described the benefits of peer support groups (PSGs) in developing graduate 
attributes like communication, critical thinking, self-motivation, research organisation and 
teamwork. Peer support groups are groups of postgraduate students that meet and regularly 
discuss the content and process of their research projects (Fisher, 2006). PSGs also provide 
writing support (Ferguson, 2009), contributing to the development of information literacy 
(Green, 2006) and influencing the likelihood of completing a degree (Conrad, 2006). 
Academic environments can have an important effect on what and how students learn 
(Feldman, Smart & Ethington, 2004). As learning is negotiated through social interactions 
(Strake & Kumar, 2014), PSGs provide and environment of academic, emotional and cultural 
support.  
 
2.12.3 EMOTIONAL SUPPORT  
 
Postgraduate study is an emotional and stressful process. There are significant differences 
with other student groups in age, experience, learning lifestyle, pressure and environment 
(Hyun et al., 2006) that can have a detrimental effect on mental health. The mental health of 
postgraduate students is negatively correlated with social support, problem-solving and help-
seeking behaviour and positively associated with self-blame, fantasy withdrawal and 
rationalisation (Pengu Xiong & Hua, 2018). Therefore, a positive coping style and social 
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support is required to improve or maintain the level of postgraduate student mental health 
(Pengu Xiong & Hua, 2018).  
 
2.12.4 CULTURAL SUPPORT  
 
Ehara taku toa I te toa takitahi engari he toa takitini 
I come not with my own strengths but bring with me the gifts, talents and 
strengths of my family, tribe and ancestors 
 
In a Māori world view children, no matter their age, are seen as gifts that have descended 
from ancestral lines that stretch back to the beginning of time. They are important living links 
between the past, present and the future and are a reflection of their ancestors (Aslop, 2016). 
My mother would tell me that I have the strength of my ancestors within me, grounding and 
supporting me with my endeavours. Having such a strong sense of belonging is imperative to 
learning and passing on knowledge, which is what education is about (Strayhorn, 2019). 
Understanding the importance of having a strong sense of belonging is reflected within the 
Māori academic community as the biggest support for Māori academics is Māori academics 
(Mercier, 2011; 2018). The support stems from having a cultural understanding and the 
acknowledgement of who a person is, where they come from and why they are here. 
Education is the gift of knowledge that has been conducted in all cultures throughout history. 
Universities provide this gift of knowledge, but most fail to integrate the indigenous culture 
into the westernised structure (McAllister et al., 2019). Such failures delineate the success of 
students because it affects their sense of belonging. This has a run-on effect on students’ 
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2.13 NEW PERSPECTIVES ON POSTGRADUATE 
RESEARCH: STUDENTS RESEARCHING STUDENTS  
 
Much of the research and theory on studying at a postgraduate level is written and carried out 
by supervisors and already established academic researchers (Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2012). 
These researchers have left certain gaps in their studies, including the experimental dimensions 
of postgraduate research, the discursive construction of postgraduate identities and the patterns 
of power and ideology at play in postgraduate life. The study conducted for this thesis attempts 
to provide an understanding of postgraduate experiences and endeavours to fill some of these 
gaps in the literature. As a student researcher researching students, my position offers a critical 
analysis of the dilemmas of doing an Honours or PGDip course from the perspective of 
someone who has recently completed the course herself. In this way experiences of 
postgraduate students are more relatable and through discussions of reciprocated experiences, 
course completion may be viewed as a next step as opposed to an end goal. Although this 
perspective brings strength to the study through relatability of the personal recounts students 
provide, it also introduces bias in favour of the student experiences and skews any results that 
may be negatively viewed towards academics, such as supervisors and lecturers. Most of the 
previous studies on postgraduate transition are on Masters and PhD transition. New Zealand is 
unique with their structure of Honours and PGDip as it provides a unique cohort of students 
that are able to share their experiences of being a first-time postgraduate student. 
 
The present study aimed to uncover whether first-time postgraduate students studying 
Honours or PGDip experience a transition when moving from undergraduate to postgraduate 
study. From the literature, it is evident that students experience transitions throughout their 
educational journeys but literature surrounding the postgraduate transition is scarce. Within 
this scarce literature the focus of many studies are on masters and doctoral (PhD) transitions, 
neglecting the experiences of the transition into Honours and PGDip studies. This study aims 
to provide information to fulfil this gap within the literature. If first-time postgraduate 
students experience a transition, this study further attempted to reveal whether this transition 
negatively impacts them and to what extent? The following research questions were asked of 
participants in order to find if students experience a transition into postgraduate; What do 
Anatomy, Neuroscience and Biomedical Science students expect Honours & PGDip to be 
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like? Why do students do Honours and PGDip study? How do student experiences of the year 
match their expectations, or not? And what resources do students think they need to succeed 
and does this change over time? Together, the answers to these questions will provide a more 
in-depth understanding of Honours and PGDip students’ experiences. Answers will also offer 
potential avenues of support that the institution may implement to help students transition 
from undergraduate to postgraduate study.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
RESEARCH DESIGN  
The research design of this study involved gaining a retrospective, current and prospective view 
of the Bachelor of Honours and PGDip courses. These comparative views of the Bachelor of 
Honours and PGDip programmes enables generalised themes that affect, or will affect, 
students’ academic progress, expectations and experiences throughout their first postgraduate 
year. Therefore the research design of this study can be viewed through an interpretivist 
paradigm focusing on an individual’s subjective experiences and constructing the view of first-
time postgraduate study through the shared meanings of such experiences (Thanh & Thanh., 
2005). The experiences are captured through semi-structure interviews and thematic analysis 
aids in constructing themes surrounding the shared experiences of the participants.  
 
From personal experiences of the Postgraduate Diploma course, this study is also related 
heavily to the model of the U-Curve Adjustment Theory (Risquesz, Moore & Morley., 2008) 
of student transitions described in three phases: ‘Honeymoon’, ‘Culture shock’ and 
‘Adjustment’. The Honeymoon phase is very short, and consists of students envisioning their 
various opportunities (Pancer, 2000). Following this phase is the ‘Culture Shock’ that can 
incorporate periods of anxiety and stress and the third phase, ‘Adjustment’, is where students 
begin to function in their new environment. Interview questions (see appendix E) were designed 
to encapsulate and test this theory as well as involving the retrospective, current and prospective 
views of the Bachelor of Honours and Postgraduate Diploma course. As the first in my family 
to attend University and studying a postgraduate course, the current study benefits from the U-
Curve Adjustment Theory through taking into account external influences. These external 
influences include social, financial and cultural adjustments to postgraduate study and how a 
student navigates these processes whilst learning to study at a higher level. These aspects are 
analysed through the results and are further extended upon in the discussion.  
 




In order to gain a better insight into the transition process that first-time postgraduate students 
experience, semi-structured interviews were conducted on 31 students in total, 26 of whom 
undertook the 400-level Honours or Postgraduate Diploma (PGDip) in Anatomy, 
Neuroscience or Biomedical Sciences at the University of Otago. A first-time postgraduate 
student is defined as a student who has completed their undergraduate qualification and is 
undertaking postgraduate level study for the first time. Interviewees were split into three 
cohorts of students studying 400-level postgraduate study; 2019 students referred to as the 
‘past’ cohort, 2020 ‘current’ 400-level students and potential ‘future’ 400-level students 
looking at undertaking the course in 2021. These three groups were chosen as they present a 
way to view students perspectives of their expectations and experiences of 400-level study, 
and compare them amongst each other. By comparing past and current expectations and 
experiences with future student expectations and experiences, generalized themes may be 
found that are consistently impacting first-time postgraduate students. Ethical approval was 
given for the study by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee (Reference Number: 
D20/095). Students were asked to be participants within the project and those who chose to do 
so voluntarily did so. Participants were given an information sheet, were required to sign a 
consent form and were able to withdraw at any time, but none of them did so.  
 
Table 3. Participants, year and course  
Cohort Anatomy Honours : 
PGDip 




Total Data  
Past 2019 Students 4:3 8:0 - 12:3 
Current 2020 Students 5:1 3:0 2 8:1 
Future 2021 Students 3:2 - - 3:2 
Total Honours 23 
Total PGDip 6 
Total Biomedical Sciences 2 
Total Studying  31 
Table 3. Data is representative of the number of participants unless stated otherwise. Data is self-
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PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS  
 
Table 4. Participant characteristics   
Characteristics  Total Data 
Cohort  Female: Male 
Past 2019 Students 7:8 15 
Current 2020 Students  8:3 11 
Future 2021 Students  4:1 5 
Total Female : Male  19:12 31 
Total Mean +/-SD age years  21.5 +/- 1.5 years 
 
Cohort Honours: PGDip  
Past 2019 Students 12:3 15 
Current 2020 Students 10:1 11 
Future 2021 Students 4:1 5 
Table 6. Gender, age and course of study of participants in the three cohort groups  
 
Most participants within the study undertook an Honours course (26 students) but a few 
shared their PGDip experiences. The past cohort were students enrolled in the Honours and 
PGDip course in 2019 while the current students denote the 2020 cohort and the future 
students representing the potential 2021 cohort. The potential pool of participants were 33 
past students, 20 current students and an unknown number of future students. The gender 
distribution of the participants was 38.7% male (12) and 61.3% female (19) with a mean age 
of 21.5 (+/- 1.5) years. Demographics such as ethnicity were not collected and thus created a 
limitation to this study.  
 
RECRUITMENT 
As students studied in three different year groups, different recruitment strategies were 
employed for each. For the 2019 cohort, which I am a part of myself, participants were 
contacted through a shared Facebook Group ‘Anatomy 400-level 2019’ through posting on the 
page and having students ‘like’ the post if they were interested in joining the project. From 
there the students were individually contacted through Facebook Messenger and interviews 
were scheduled. Some students were able to meet face-to-face while the remaining were 
interviewed through the innovative video conferencing application Zoom (Zoom Video 
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Communications Inc., 2016, Version 12.6.1). A total of 15 students were recruited as ‘past 
students’ from the potential pool of 33 students. 
 
For the 2020 cohort, the 400-level postgraduate co-ordinator provided a list of students 
enrolled in the 400-level Anatomy, Neuroscience and Biomedical Sciences programme. There 
are students enrolled in Neuroscience and Biomedical Sciences in other Departments, but this 
study only recruited those in Anatomy. Students were individually emailed with a short video 
describing the project and an information sheet for them to view. Interviews were set up with 
students that suited their availability. Students that did not reply within 1 – 2 weeks of 
sending the first email were contacted again with a follow up email. Students who did not 
reply to the second follow up email were considered to not be interested in participating and 
no further contact was made. Two students had left the Honours programme and an additional 
two students did not wish to participate. Examples of recruitment emails and information for 
current students are shown in appendix C. A total of 11 students were recruited as ‘current 
students’ of the potential 20 in the student pool.  
 
For the 2021 cohort, students who were considering enrolling in 400-level study in the future, 
were targeted for recruitment. Recruitment began with a short talk at the 300 level 
Postgraduate Information Session, and flyers were handed out describing the project. Further 
recruitment occurred with a slide presented at the end of a 300-level lecture, and then an email 
to all students who had registered for the information session, sent by the 400-level 
coordinator. It was expected that fewer students would be recruited into this group and a total 
of 5 students were recruited as ‘future students’. Examples of recruitment information for 
future students are provided in appendix D. 
 
INTERVIEW DESIGN  
Interviews were semi-structured in nature, a common method of data collection within most 
qualitative studies. Semi-structured interviews were useful in this study as they allowed the 
exploration of subjective viewpoints (Flick, 2009) and in-depth accounts of first-time 
postgraduate student experiences. Interview guides were constructed with the main research 
questions in mind (see appendix E) but also allowed students to steer the conversation with 
topics pertinent to their interests. In this sense, interviews resembled a ‘flowing casual 
conversation’ about the students experiences (Choak, 2012). The study hopes to find if 
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students experience a transition by answering the following questions; What do Anatomy, 
Neuroscience and Biomedical Science students expect Honours & PGDip to be like? Why do 
students do Honours and PGDip study? How do student experiences of the year match their 
expectations, or not? And what resources do students think they need to succeed and does this 
change over time? With this in mind, interview guides were specifically designed to capture 
student views around the transition into postgraduate study, preparation for postgraduate 
study, potential resources required to succeed in postgraduate study and their expectations and 
experiences of postgraduate study. Interview guides are provided in appendix E.  
 
INTERVIEWS  
Interviews were conducted throughout the year based on the participants’ availability. Past 
(2019 400-level) students were interviewed either in person or through the video conferencing 
application Zoom. As this group of students are a mixture of working and studying students, 
they were interviewed once at various time points throughout the year from May through to 
November to suit their availability. The current (2020 400-level) students were interviewed 
twice throughout the year. The first interviews were undertaken at the beginning of the year, 
from May to July, with the aim of capturing the uncertainties and plans for the students’ first 
time experiencing postgraduate study. Interviews were conducted through Zoom and a 
messenger service application called WhatsApp as COVID-19 restrictions were in place at the 
beginning of the year. The second round of interviews took place throughout the month of 
November, beginning one week after the students handed in their Dissertations. As COVID-
19 restrictions had eased, these interviews were conducted in-person at a comfortable 
location, usually a café, away from the University and the stress of their study. Future (2021 
400-level) students were interviewed in-person at the end of the academic year, from October 
to November as they looked to pursue postgraduate study in the following year. Interview 
duration ranged from 25 to 80 minutes, with an average of 40 minutes across all cohorts. 
Interviews were either recorded on Zoom or audio-recorded on an iPhone when conducted in-
person. Following the interviews, audio files were saved to a secure password protected 
computer, removed from personal devices and were only accessed by myself.  
 




Following the interviews, the recordings were transcribed using Microsoft Word (Microsoft 
Office 365, 2020, Version 16.42). Transcripts were coded to their cohort and a number for 
each participant as well as an additional number denoting the interview number, be that the 
first or second round of interviews or a singular interview (see Table 5). Transcripts were 
given page numbers to refer back to and the data was anonymised. 
 
Table 5. Naming transcripts for NVivo Analysis 
CS01-R1 Current Student 1 Round 1 Interview 
CS02-R2 Current Student 2 Round 2 Interview 
FS01-OR Future Student 1 One Round of Interview 
PS01-OR Past Student 1 One Round of Interview 
 
ANALYSIS  
Research questions were kept in mind whilst reading over the transcripts in order to locate 
themes within the texts. The students’ expectations of what postgraduate study would be like 
were categorised into themes based on student responses through thematic analysis. Thematic 
analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns of meaning or 
‘themes’ within qualitative data (Terry et al., 2017). Thematic analysis is typically done in six 
steps involving: being familiar with the data, coding, searching for themes, reviewing the 
themes, defining and naming themes and finally writing up the analytic narrative (Braun & 
Clark, 2013). Using the computer programme NVivo12Plus (QSR International, 2018) a word 
frequency query was run to assist in the identification of emerging themes and to minimize 
potential researcher bias through themes may have been found. With this approach, a list of 
themes were generated (see Table 3 and appendix F) that were centred around the research 
questions, and the transcripts were manually coded by highlighting sections that referred to 
the themes. This is an example of template analysis (Crabtree, Crabtree & Miller, 1999; King, 
2004), generating pre-determined codes based on the theoretical position of the research 
through deductive coding. Under each theme, a hierarchy of subthemes and descriptors were 
made which are referred to as parent codes, child codes and grandchild codes respectively. 
 
An example of the coding and theme generation process is: under the predetermined theme 
‘Supervisor’ some students’ narratives discussed their choice of supervisor while others 
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examined their relationship with them. These descriptions of their supervisor created the 
subthemes while any further emerging themes were noted and put into an allotted category, an 
example of inductive coding. In the findings, this analysis is presented to provide an overview 
of the sub-categories. 
 
Table 6. Examples of themes generated 
Parent code Child code  Grandchild code  Description 
Career Industry  Students doing Honours & PGDip to get 
into the Industry  
COVID-19 
Interruptions  
Changes to projects   Students discussing changes to projects 
due to COVID-19 interruptions 
Expectations  Knowledge about 
the course  
Getting into 
Honours & PGDip  
What information is provided by the 
University around entry requirements 
into Honours & PGDip  
Experiences  400-level papers Positive experience Positive experiences of 400-level papers 
chosen alongside students research 
projects 
 Research project  Positive experience   Positive experiences of their research 
component of 400-level study  
 Supervisor Choosing a 
supervisor 
How and why students came about 
choosing a supervisor for their research 
component of 400-level study  
Stressors  High workload   Students stressed about the high 
workload in 400-level study  
Support  From academic 
peers  
 Support from classmates for 
assignments, resources, their research 
project or mental health  
Table 6. Examples of predetermined themes, subthemes and descriptors or Parent codes, child codes and 
grandchild codes for analysis. Also known as ‘a priori codes’ (King, 2004). Not all examples are shown, 
full description of codes in Appendix F. 
 
SUMMARY OF RESEARCH DESIGN 
The research design for this study uses an interpretivists paradigm, semi-structured interviews 
and thematic analysis to capture the shared experiences of first-time postgraduate students. 
The retrospective, current and prospective views from past, current and future students aids in 
confirming the U-Curve Adjustment Theory of understanding how students transition from 
undergraduate to postgraduate study. NVivo software assists in generating themes that are 
used to structure the following results in chapter 4 aided by quotes from the study 
participants.  
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Chapter 4: Results 
THE EXPEREINCES OF FIRST-TIME 400-LEVEL POSTGRADUATE STUDENTS  
 
Analysis of the transcribed interviews identified seven key themes discussed by participants 
that were important to their experiences of postgraduate study: 
  
I. Part 1: Transition, differences from undergraduate study and between cohorts  
Part 1 demonstrates the differences students recognise from their undergraduate years of 
study and across the three different cohorts; as well as their views on the transition from 
undergraduate to postgraduate study.  
 
II. Part 2: Preparation and expectations of Honours and PGDip students.  
Part 2 describes the preparation and expectations of Honours and PGDip students as well 
as the information they were provided and the sources this information came from. Part 1 
concludes with a discussion about the week of preliminary lectures students are given that 
expose them to what their year will entail and any preparatory information they might 
need for the coming year. 
 
III. Part 3: Supervisor Experiences of Honours and PGDip students 
Part 3 encompasses the supervisory experience of how student seek a supervisor and what 
they are looking for as well as their experiences with their chosen supervisor. 
 
IV. Part 4: Managing the workload of Honours and PGDip 
Part 4 is an analysis on how students structure their year and balance their chosen papers 
with the workload of their project. There are also decisions on how and why they chose 
the papers they did; and how they manage their workload with other non-academic 
commitments such as a part-time job and social life.  
 
V. Part 5: Stressors of 400-level postgraduate study  
Part 5 is a breakdown of the various stressors in postgraduate study as well as support 
systems set up to aid students. 




VI. Part 6: The Research component 
Part 6 examines their research project and the development and application of their skills.  
 
VII. Part 7: What 400-level students do after Honours and PGDip  
Part 7 concludes the results by exploring what students are looking for after they finish 
their postgraduate year and what their potential options are.  
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4.1 PART 1. TRANSITION 
 
The transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study is apparent within the participants of 
this study. They expressed hardships with the transition but also an appreciation for the 
growth it provided them (Table 7).  
 
Table.7 Transition, lessons learnt and proud achievements 
 








Transition  15 (100)  10 (90.1) 3 (60)  28 (90.3) 
Lessons learnt 15 (100)  9 (81.8) 1 (20) 25 (80.6) 
Proud achievements and 
personal growth  
13 (86.7) 8 (72.7) - 21 (67.7) 
Advice to future students  15 (100)  2 (18.2) - 17 (54.8) 
 
4.1.1 TRANSITION, LESSONS LEARNT AND 
PROUD ACHIEVEMENTS  
 
Students expressed the lessons they learnt from the Honours/PGDip course and from the 
transition from studying at an undergraduate level to a postgraduate level. They described the 
differences in their study, the skills that they learnt and growth they experienced. Many 
offered advice for future students from their experience and appreciated the course as whole, 
not only for the content, but also what the year taught them about themselves. 
 
Past Students 
A total of 73.3% students that continued study described how Honours/PGDip imparted them 
with the skills they needed for further research. One commented:  
 
In terms of being an academic, researching stuff, and being able to sift through 
hundreds of papers, it helps me with the creative process and going through all the 
information that I have to send all the time. I have to write 500 words a day on top of 
all the readings and stuff so I'm prepared now. (PS01-OR)  




Students that have entered the ‘real world’ of working describe the combination of their 
undergraduate and postgraduate experience. 100% of students felt that there was a transition 
when moving from undergraduate to postgraduate study, and 20% also describe the transition 
differences with studying and working. One student commented:  
 
Big difference yes! But your mentality is the same, your mentality is still “study, study, 
study” like “learn, learn, learn.” The intensity has changed between the two, that’s 
probably the only difference. But the transition between postgraduate to working full 
time, also dramatic but it’s nice, it’s a good, relaxing change for once. It’s like 
postgraduate was the peak of stress and then it went down working. It’s like climbing, 
Bachelors 1, 2 and 3 then jump to postgraduate and then back down to working and 
you’re like “oh this is what life is!? I can actually go out!?” (PS13-OR)  
 
When asked about their view on the transition, 80% of past students indicated the intensity of 
Honours and PGDip stems from uncertainty. Two students commented:  
 
I think undergraduate to postgraduate it's like this glass ceiling, you can see it but 
how do you become a postgraduate? How do you become an academic? How do you 
get up there? It's like this big unspoken divide where you go from learning content to 
creating content. (PS01-OR)  
 
There were great moments and there was crap moments but I think the great 
outweighed the bad. I learnt a lot and it quite a jam-packed year but it was definitely 
worth it. (PS04-OR) 
 
Of the past students 86.7% appreciated the transition and everything that it taught them, not 
only about research and various skills but also about themselves. Two students commented:  
 
2019 helped me go through some struggles I didn’t think I would go through and open 
up about things I didn’t think I would with people, ever, and I’m thankful for that. 
(PS11-OR) 
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The transition from undergrad to postgrad, it’s a completely different world and I 
actually really enjoyed it. It’s learning but it’s so not the same at all like undergrad is, 
postgrads are self-directed. I found with undergrad you’re just learning and you’re 
just memorizing, learning things from a book or from a person, but when you’re 
actually doing it and doing work and running your own research project, it’s 
incredible! It’s been really enjoyable and I think it was definitely a positive transition 
for me, coming from someone who never got the best grades and then realising how 
capable you are, it’s been great! (PS15-OR) 
 
All (100%) of the past students offered advice for future students that came from their 
experience with Honours/PGDip such as; treating study like a job, time managing early, 
working hard from the start and having regular communication with supervisors. Four 
students commented:  
 
Postgrad is like having a job. You need to pick it up do you work properly and then go 
home. Because I don't think you'll get much out of it if you're sitting there the entire 
day, you need balance. (PS01-OR) 
 
Send Bad Drafts!! Just send all of your bad drafts, send your shitty first draft, and just 
get one out and then your supervisor will rip it to shreds and that’s okay. (PS07-OR)  
 
If I could change anything I’d put in more work because you definitely get out of 4th 
year what you put in. (PS05-OR)  
 
I would tell them [to] set deadlines! Most people at this age think that if they’re not 
given set deadlines they waffle about. [I expect supervisors to tell students] this is 
what you do and I expect it by this point, even if it’s rubbish, something! (PS10-OR) 
 
Current students 
A total of 72.7% current students found the transition from undergraduate to postgraduate 
study difficult, but the adjustment to postgraduate study to not be as difficult as they thought 
or were told it was. Three students commented:  
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I think it was quite overwhelming to start with, a bit of a roller coaster but ended up 
being quite smooth sailing almost. I think it felt normal very quickly. (CS01-R2)  
 
It’s been obviously the hardest year at University by far but I think it hasn’t been as 
hard as what I thought it was going to be. (CS06-R2)  
 
I think the transition was sort of less of a transition and more like I was just walking in 
a line towards where I needed to be but the lights were out and I’m just fumbling 
blindly, but I got there! I was tumbling blindly but then I also had someone to guide 
me. (CS07-R2)  
 
A total of 81.8% current students acknowledged the transition and the perspective shift within 
their study, changing the way they study and appreciating their new positions within the 
Department. Three students commented:  
 
You go from learning to discovering and it goes from being taught to being self-
directed. It’s a challenging transition, but it’s worth it. (CS09-R2)  
 
Feeling like you were sort of on the outside and then becoming a part of the 
Department was really cool... Definitely producing your own work and having 
something that you’ve made and that you’re proud of. (CS06-R2)  
 
That is a huge transition, it’s flipping the way you do University work, and it’s quite 
difficult to get your head around… It was just getting use to a completely different 
style of learning. (CS10-R2)  
 
A total of 90.1% current students felt a transition when moving from undergraduate to 
postgraduate study and appreciated the lessons they learnt and the accomplishments they 
achieved. Four students commented:  
 
I feel like the Honours year was a transition, you have a few papers and you’re doing 
research as well. (CS03-R2)  
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It’s probably one of the most rewarding years, handing in that dissertation was pretty 
cool. (CS06-R2)  
 
The biggest thing I learnt was knowing my own limits in terms of time management, 
emotional capacity, and how much was on my plate! I think that was the hardest bit of 
the year, discovering what my limits were because boy did we find them! And I think 
that goes for a lot of people from who I’ve talked to like “phew what a year.” (CS09-
R2) 
 
Intense! Like good intense, it pushed me. There were points where I was very stressed 
and I didn’t feel great but I also learnt new skills and I met some amazing people that 
are going to be my friends for life now. (CS10-R2)  
 
Future Students 
Sixty percent of students are excited about their transition from undergraduate to postgraduate 
study. One student commented:  
 
I know it’s going to be an intense year but at the same time, I look forward to that 
because I think you’re more on the wavelength with everyone else that’s doing it. 
Whereas, even in this third year, there’s so many people in the papers at different 
levels and so you want to talk with people who also want to do research or who have 
genuine interests but it can be a bit hard to find those people. (FS02-OR) 
 
4.1.2 DIFFERENCES FROM UNDERGRADUATE 
STUDY AND ACROSS COHORTS 
 
Postgraduate study is different, it is new and it is hard. Students draw from their previous 
experiences of learning and relate it to their new way of processing and taking in content. This 
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Table.8 Differences from undergraduate study and across cohorts  
 








Differences across cohorts 11 (73.3) 3 (27.3) 1 (20)  15 (48.4) 
Differences from undergraduate 
study  
12 (80) 10 (90.1) 1 (20) 23 (74.2) 
What students would change  11 (73.3) - - 11 (35.5) 
 
Past Students  
A total of 46.7% past students commented on the differences from undergraduate study and 
how they were using postgraduate study to navigate their thoughts about a career in science. 
The choices they described were; lecturer or teaching, lab technician and researchers. One 
student commented:  
 
In my undergrad I liked Science and that’s all I knew. I knew I had a passion in it, it 
made sense to me, there was nothing else I liked, no accounting, no English, no maths 
I hated all of that! No chemistry, I didn’t like it what-so-ever! So I knew I didn’t like 
any of that but I didn’t know what I liked from it to be specific. So once I got into my 
graduate year I knew I didn’t like writing, I didn’t like research but I loved hands-on 
stuff, the lab! (PS13-OR)  
 
Students in the current cohort (2020) described having fewer all-nighters and handing in a 
week earlier than previous years. Upon exploring this further, 73.3% of past students 
indicated that reasons for this change were things like: less lab work and fewer presentations, 
but celebrated current students for finishing their literature reviews much earlier than they did. 
One student commented:  
 
Maybe COVID? Maybe they had more time to write? I don’t know it’s conflicting 
because I know if I’m at home I won’t do work but I also spent a lot of my time in the 
lab so I’m assuming they didn’t have a lot of lab work. I was still amending mine [lit 
review] at the end of my thesis. (PS13-OR)  
 
One student, of the 11 current students, attributed differences between cohorts and students 
completing section their thesis to their time at home during lockdown. They mentioned not 
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attending any live lectures and instead watched them online during their final year of study, 
stating it was the best they had performed in undergraduate study:  
 
I think 4th year I didn’t go to any of my lectures in second semester, I just stayed home 




Of the current students 72.7% described a major difference between undergraduate and 
postgraduate study as being seen properly as a student and appreciated for the way they think. 
Two students commented:  
 
There were many times in undergrad that I felt like we weren’t cared about as humans 
at all, we were just numbers. (CS10-R2)  
 
So different I feel like you’re more a part of the Department which I really like. I 
really liked having our office and walking down the corridor, lecturers that you’ve 
known for years saying hello… I really liked small classes, coming from all those 
health sci papers with 2000 kids in it, and now there’s 6 or 5 in some of my classes, so 
they really got to know us. I really liked how it was very interactive, in a class they 
want your opinion rather than giving you facts, so that was really cool. (CS06-R2)  
 
A total of 90.1% of the current students liked the control they had over their learning in 
comparison to undergraduate study. They described articulating their thoughts more and being 
confident in directing their research. Three students commented:  
 
I feel like through undergrad you get given an assignment and it’s very specific about 
what you have to do and what you have to hand in. Whereas at the start of this year, 
even the papers that we do as part of 4th year were very “I want you to write an essay, 
go pick something to write about.” It was much more broad and a lot more focused on 
teaching us how to learn as opposed to teaching us topics. (CS10-R2)  
 
I think Honours is mainly you using your brain a lot more than actually memorising 
stuff. You actually have to hypothesise and think for yourself about how you’re going 
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to do things, whereas in previous years they’re just given to you and you’re told to just 
“do this.” (CS02-R1)  
 
My project was partially designed by my supervisors but I was able to influence what I 
did with my data, how I analysed it, what parts to focus on, and that kind of freedom 
that you don’t get in undergrad to decide what you’re doing. (CS10-R2)  
 
One student, out of the 11 current students, surprised themselves with how their learning has 
changed. They noted that their confidence in science was pushing them towards a career in 
research:  
 
I’m doing way better academically this year than undergrad. [When pressed further if 
the experience had pushed this particular participant towards more research, the 
response was] Yes, definitely! (CS11-R1)  
 
A total of 72.7% current students described Honours/PGDip as an intermediate between 
undergraduate study and researching as a career. They recommend the course to students who 
are unsure of their future and want to abstain from entering the workforce too early because of 
their uncertainty. Two students commented:  
 
I guess it’s just that you’re a bit more than undergrad but you’re not in the real world 
yet, so it’s sort of a good in between seeing how much self-motivation and diligence 
you do actually have. (CS01-R2)  
 
I would definitely recommend it for anyone wanting to go into research but also for 
individuals like me who didn’t really get a chance to properly research in undergrad 
because undergrad isn’t really designed for that. To have that kind of taster of what 
research is and how it works and what there is out there to do in research. (CS10-R2)  
 
A total of 81.8% current students mentioned their expectations matched the reality of 
postgraduate study, noting that it is a step up from undergraduate study, but were also 
surprised at with their experiences as most heard horror stories about Honours. Three students 
commented:  
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Sometimes I do wish I was in undergrad doing an exam because I know how to do an 
exam. There was a lot more uncertainty about what was wanted for assessments, 
formatting, or that sort of thing, and a lot of flaying around because I didn’t know 
what to do next, but you just have to figure it out. (CS09-R2)  
 
I really thought I’d be up all night studying but it’s very different, you just have to 
plan your days out and have good time management. (CS06-R2)  
 
I like it, it’s chill, once I figured out that it’s aligned with what I expected it was going 
to be. I was kind of surprised that a lot of stuff we’ve done isn’t worth anything, that 
was kind of weird, maybe just different to undergrad where everything is worth like 
2% or something. (CS09-R1)  
 
Future Students 
Forty percent of future students see postgraduate study as a big step up, relaying stories about 
how other students describe honours as the worst year of their study. One student commented:  
 
The thing is there isn’t actually a barrier, it’s just because you’re in undergrad you 
just think “oh everyone else has it sorted and have gone to the other side.” (FS02-OR)  
 
Summary Part 1. Transition  
All students felt the transition from undergraduate to postgraduate study noticing differences 
in their undergraduate experience as a student. The transition is described mainly as an 
intermediate between study and the workforce, giving students that confrontation of 
structuring their time effectively. Coincidentally, a lot of students felt the transition was made 
difficult by external factors that do not involve study, such as heartbreak and family illness. 
Students appreciated their new positions within the Department as researchers as well as the 
skills that research imparted them with. Students attribute the differences across the cohorts to 
COVID-19 changing projects to focus less on lab work and having a month of lockdown 
where most students completed their literature reviews, a major component of the research 
side.  
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4.2 PART 2. PREPARDNESS  
 
4.2.1 PREPARATION AND EXPECTATIONS OF 
HONOURS  
 
During interviews, participants outlined the reasons they chose to engage in postgraduate 
study, from where they received key information in preparation for study, and how well 
prepared they felt prior to beginning their academic year. Participants were asked questions 
surrounding their expectations, preparation and previous experiences of studying and reasons 
for choosing to undertake the Bachelor of Honours or Postgraduate Diploma course (Table 9). 
 
Table.9 Preparation and Expectations of Honours  
 








Expectations 9 (60) 9 (81.8) 5 (100) 23 (74.2) 
Preparation 6 (40) 10 (90.9) 5 (100)  21 (67.7) 
Undergraduate preparation 4 (26.7) 7 (63.6) 5 (100) 16 (51.6) 
Recommendations for 
preparation 
1 (6.7) 3 (27.3) 2 (40)  6 (19.4)  
Why students do Honours  14 (93.3) 9 (81.8) 5 (100) 28 (90.3) 
Put off entering the ‘real 
world’ 
2 (13.3) 2 (18.2) 1 (20) 5 (16.1) 
Always part of the plan 7 (46.7) 4 (36.4) 1 (20) 12 (38.7)  
Original plan 4 (26.7) 6 (54.5) 3 (60)  13 (41.9) 
Entry into a professional 
programme 
2 (13.3) 3 (27.2) 2 (40) 7 (22.6) 
For Research 11 (73.3) 6 (54.5) 4 (80)  21 (67.7) 
Further study 9 (60) 5 (45.5) 5 (100)  19 (61.3) 
Progression to Masters or 
PhD 
6 (40) 3 (27.3) 2 (40) 11 (35.5) 
Something more than a 
Bachelor’s degree 
4 (26.7) 1 (9.1) 1 (20)  6 (19.4) 
 




All past students commented on the reasons why students enrolled in Honours or PGDip. 
Most (60%) noted that it was a long-held plan to continue their education. One student 
commented:  
 
I had always wanted to do postgraduate study. I knew from my second year of 
University that I wanted to do Masters and I'm thankful that it felt like something 
really cool, it was super achievable, and it looks good! It's an academic achievement! 
Also, I looked at the grade boundaries and I said to myself “I think I can get a B.” 
That's what I initially thought, if I can do it like why wouldn’t I? (PS01-OR)  
 
Others (73.3%) indicated that they thought it would provide them with a taste of whether 
research was for them. Two students commented:  
 
I think it’s a really good, because it’s only a year long, it’s good to see how much you 
like research. It’s a nice little taster where you could get a really good feel for what 
goes on in a Research lab, what kind of stuff you’ll be doing, what kind of stuff you 
like, but you don’t have to commit to it the same way as a Masters or a PhD. (PS05-
OR)  
 
I think Honours is a good time and a good year to figure out exactly what you want to 
do within a certain field. It’s not just for learning advanced concepts in a subject or 
how to conduct research it’s also a time to make the most of your resources that you 
have there and broaden your horizons. (PS17-OR)  
 
A total of 13.3% past participants noted that they chose to enrol in 400-level study as a stop-
gap before entering into permanent employment. One student commented:  
 
I did honours because I didn't want to leave uni, and I thought that was kind of the 








Similar themes emerged within the current student responses. 54.5% noted experiencing 
research as a key reason. One student commented:  
 
I hope to gain the knowledge of what research is actually like and getting some ideas 
of what I actually want to do from doing it myself, not just reading about it in lectures. 
(CS01-R1)  
 
One student, of the 15 past students, noted in particular that it would lead onto further study: 
 
I am doing an Honours because it is a pre-requisite for PhD and I want to get into 
more research for a career. (CS08-R1)  
 
Another past participant indicated that they used it to help them identify what they want to do 
in the future: 
 
At the end of my actual Bachelor of Science I had no fucking clue, I had no intention 
of getting a job in that summer as my actual future career job. But now I don’t know, 
it feels like I’m taking small steps, stepping stones towards a career. (CS03-R2)  
 
Several participants (27.2%) noted that 400-level study was a stop-gap before enrolling in 
professional programmes. One student stated:  
 
Get high enough grades to get me into med school. (CS04-R1)  
 
Future students 
Forty percent of future students similarly noted the idea of 400-level study as a backup to 
professional programme entry. One student commented:  
 
I feel like as you go through you’re just like “oh what can I do with my degree” and 
it’s just like “oh continue studying”… so I’ve applied for Medicine postgrad but it’s 
more just a backup, eventually I know I’ll get into Medicine but I might just have to do 
some postgrad study to get me there. (FS04-OR)  
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However, most future students indicated that their key reasons were to gain experience in 
research. Two students commented:  
 
I want to take the chance to have new experiences, meet people, have potential future 
opportunities in research, get more lab experience, etc. before limiting myself to a 
certain job/area of work, or a health professional programme. (FS01-OR)  
 
I’ve always been interested in research and stuff like that…I guess it provides the best 
foundation because it leads to so many things and this is what I’m passionate about 
ever since I was younger. (FS03-OR)  
 
4.2.2  INFORMATION AND SOURCES  
 
Participants noted the places they received information that influenced their decision to 
undertake 400-level study (Table 10).  
 
Table.10 Information and Sources 
 








Information provided 7 (46.7) 7 (63.6) 5 (100) 19 (61.3) 
No information  - 1 (9.1) 2 (40) 3 (9.7) 
Sources of information  9 (60) 7 (63.6) 5 (100)  21 (67.7) 
Anatomy Department 
discussions  
4 (26.7) 3 (27.3) 5 (100)  12 (38.7) 
Handbook  - 1 (9.1) 1 (20) 2 (6.5) 
Information session 4 (26.7) 3 (27.3) 1 (20) 8 (25.8) 
Other students or postgrads  3 (20) 1 (9.1) 5 (100)  9 (29.0) 
Undergraduate study  3 (20) 1 (9.1) 3 (60)  7 (22.6) 
 
Past students 
The most frequently mentioned source of information (26.7%) about Honours/PGDip for the 
past students was the Anatomy Open Day that 300 level students are invited to attend if they 
are interested in postgraduate study. One student commented:  




I attended that open day for Honours that Anatomy has and talked to supervisors. I 
wasn’t fully set on who I wanted, so I had follow-up meetings with people, and my 
supervisor, kind of, just sold it to me and gave me further information. They said “go 
look at this,” or, “go look at that,” or, “talk to this person,” so yeah that was quite 
good. (PS04-OR)  
 
Current Students 
Similarly, the current students also found the Anatomy Open Day to be their main source of 
information about postgraduate study (27.3%) notified through an email sent out by the 
Department. One student commented:  
 
I think they had a lunch meeting for the Anatomy students and they had lecturers 
there. They sent out an email the week before saying “this is an option for next year” 
and they’ll be talking about all the projects they have. (CS02-R1)  
 
Although current students knew about 400-level study, 9.1% of students said that they needed 
to seek out the information for themselves. Two students commented:  
 
There’s just very little information round for a lot of things, and I don’t know if it’s 
intentional or not. (CS02-R2) 
 
I remember being a bit stressed and worried over summer just because there was no 
information on this course that I was going to be doing, like if you go onto the Otago 
website and search up Anatomy Honours and stuff they might have added the 
handbook now but without the handbook there just like nothing. (CS04-R1)  
 
Other students (9.1%) noted that information about postgraduate study came from other 
postgraduates and were concerned for students who did not know any postgraduate students 
in undergraduate study, which risks disadvantaging some students. One student commented:  
 
The advice you get depends on if you know any PhD students, if you run into any PhD 
students and if you have a conversation with them about it. So people who don’t tick 
any of those categories won’t get any information about Honours. (CS07-R1)  




Some students (9.1%) noted how their information about postgraduate study came from their 
undergraduate year. One student commented:  
 
It was actually one of our papers… it basically said these are sort of the pathway 
entries that you can go through to get what you want. (CS08-R1)  
 
  




Despite being prepared, some students (40%) felt as if the information about Honours and 
PGDip provided to them was either not enough. One student commented:  
 
There’s not enough available information, there should be readily available 
information… it would be nice to have an actual area where all the information about 
the different labs are. (FS03-OR) 
 
While other students (40%) found the information scarce and hard to understand. One student 
commented:  
 
I was looking online and on the Anatomy website but sometimes it can be a little bit 
confusing. You just look things up and nothing is really too straight forward I found… 
I know you’ve got your dissertation you’re doing the whole year but other than that, 
not really, you don’t know anything about the workload either. (FS04-OR) 
 
Similar to the other cohorts, all students that knew the most about postgraduate study were 
those that knew other postgraduate students. One student commented:  
 
I feel like I was more prepared for it because of my partner going on at me, whereas 
for other people who didn’t [have that] don’t really know what happens after 
undergrad. (FS02-OR)  
 
Other students (40%) felt that everything piled into the end of the year whilst they were busy 
with exams. Two students commented:  
 
I don’t think I would have the right focus to be bothering people about it right now 
anyway because there’s enough with the last 2 – 3 weeks of University. (FS02-OR)  
 
I think a few other people looking at doing Honours, or at least the postgrad diploma, 
feel like we almost needed a bit more information earlier on in the year because it 
almost felt like there’s been nothing and now, all of a sudden… (FS02-OR)  
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4.2.3  PRELIMINARY LECTURES 
 
The preliminary lectures are a week-long series of introductory lectures that induct the 400-
level postgraduate students into their first time studying at a postgraduate level. They are 
compulsory for Anatomy students to attend but not Neuroscience or Biomedical science 
students. Their objective is to provide first-time postgraduate students with the necessary 
tools and information to begin their year without feeling overwhelmed by postgraduate study. 
Students were asked if they remembered their preliminary lectures and how helpful they 
found them. Some students also provided recommendations for information they thought 
future students would benefit from (Table 11).  
 
Table.11 Preliminary lectures 
 








Preliminary lectures  6 (40) 9 (81.8) - 15 (48.4) 
Helpful  2 (13.3) 8 (72.7) - 10 (32.3) 
Unhelpful 3 (20) 8 (72.7) - 11 (35.5) 
Recommendations  5 (33.3) 8 (72.7) - 13 (41.9) 
 
Past Students 
Most of the past students (20%) could not recall their preliminary lectures and those who did 
found them not particularly helpful. Students felt that although there was a need for them, the 
content within them needed to be more applicable to their year. Three students commented:  
 
Some of the stats was helpful, not all of it. (PS07-OR) 
 
It’s vital that students are brought up to speed but the thing about it is timing. So you 
could maybe do it up to a week or 2 into the semester but it’s something that needs to 
be communicated as soon as you hit the ground. (PS02-OR)  
 
Having a full-on introductory first week, having a “this is what you need to know” 
and “this is how you do lit review stuff” or having that first week so that everyone is 
less stressed at the start. (PS04-OR) 




A total of 33.3% past students also made recommendations for the lectures such as placing 
them in the middle of the year or perhaps having an additional lecture in the middle. One 
student commented:  
 
Maybe a refresher course at that point would be nice and then maybe a bit more 
personalized face-to-face meetings with the 400-level co-ordinator. Even if it’s like a 
10-minute drop in at the start of the year or halfway through the year saying “how are 
you going?” (PS08-OR) 
 
Of the Neuroscience students in the course, 27.2% of the past students felt they missed out on 
some information because it wasn’t compulsory for them to attend. One student commented: 
 
Yeah, that wasn’t really that informative and everyone was like “eh don’t really need 
to go to them,” but if they made it more of an un-optional thing and forced people to 
go then that might be better. (PS04-OR)  
 
Other students agreed, noting the importance of being integrated into the Department in order 
to ask for help later on. One student commented: 
 
Make it mandatory just so the co-ordinator can get to know you more than just a name 
on a list, and then if you do have actual problems with your supervisor you don’t feel 
a bit afraid to email them because they’re your mate. (PS08-OR) 
 
Current Students 
A recommendation from most (63.6%) students was a proper introduction to statistics and 
perhaps moving the statistics to the middle of the year. Two students commented:  
 
The stats one was like level 3 stats and we’re all kind of just sitting there like “we 
know!” So that would be good, like giving a session on using SPSS or Prism or an 
Image J one because that was a mission for me to understand, I was like “what is 
going on!?” (CS02-R2)  
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I think it’s too early because no one’s done or even knows what they’re doing for their 
project. So I think that one needs to be sort of more halfway through the year rather 
than at the beginning because a lot [of] people just forget it almost instantly. (CS08-
R1)  
 
Similarly, 27.3% of current students made recommendations for preliminary lectures to have 
a refresher introduction in the middle of the year. Three students commented:  
 
It would be cool to have someone with past experience. That would be really cool to 
have a previous Honours student, at least to talk. (CS06-R2)  
 
I would say they were helpful. I think if you did another one halfway through the year 
where you put down what goals you should have met, so that type of thing. And if you 
haven’t then sort of get in touch to help attain those goals. (CS08-R1) 
 
Maybe having the prelims later in the year because many of us started our lab work, 
the ones that did, or even just qualitative stuff we started it a few months in, so maybe 
having something like that. (CS02-R2)  
 
Other students (18.2%) thought that the lectures needed to encompass the degree structure, 
how their year would be and any support systems that students may visit. Two students 
commented:  
 
“Your lit review needs to look like this” or “your thesis needs to look like this,” “this 
is the wordcount,” because all of that isn’t shared. We only got the word count 
information I think in September, the definite “this is how long your thesis should be” 
a month before the due date. (CS10-R2)  
 
That would be a good thing, having a support system for the honours students, 
because I think one person dropped out. A few people were struggling. (CS02-R2)  
 
The mental health lecture was praised by 36.4% of students, most of whom did not know that 
particular type of support existed. Two students remarked:  
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There was another one where she was like a, I think her names Nicki, she’s a 
postgraduate guidance councillor, I didn’t know her role existed at all! And so that 
was a really cool thing. (CS07-R1)  
 
They were just like “you can come and hang out with us if you think you’re looking for 
a little bit of help, we can like dig down and figure you out.” But yeah that made it a 
lot less intimidating so I think that that session was really good. (CS09-R2)  
 
Summary of Part 2. Preparedness 
When asking participants about their preparation and expectations for Honours and PGDip all 
three cohorts expressed the desire to learn about the nuances of research. Other aspirations 
included continuing their education, having a stop-gap before entering permanent 
employment or a professional programme. Most of the information that participants knew 
about the course came from the 300-level Anatomy Open Day. Students also mentioned 
seeking information themselves and being told about Honours from previous postgraduate 
students. Despite some finding the preliminary lecture information helpful there were many 
recommendations for more applicable information to be added and also for a refresher 
midway through the year. 
  
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 
58 
4.3 PART 3. SUPERVISOR   
 
4.3.1  SELECTING A SUPERVISOR 
 
The supervisory experience is something new to first-time postgraduate students and 
imperative to their research experience. Choosing a supervisor that aligns with how a student 
studies, interacts and conducts research is difficult, as students have little knowledge to base 
this on. Participants described how they chose their supervisor, what they were looking for in 
that person(s) and the relationship they shared throughout the year (Table 12). In addition, 
some students with a hindsight view, having understood the dynamic, provided insight into 
decisions with their future research on how they will align themselves with the same 
supervisor or choose another.  
 
Table.12 Selecting a supervisor and choices on selection 
 








Choosing a supervisor  14 (93.3) 8 (72.7) 5 (100) 27 (87.1) 
Finding a supervisor through 
undergraduate study  
9 (60) 2 (18.2) 5 (100) 
 
16 (51.6) 
Looking for particular skills 9 (60) 3 (27.3) 1 (20) 13 (41.9) 
Personality compatibility  8 (53.3) 4 (36.4) 1 (20)  13 (41.9) 
 
Past Students 
A total of 53.3% of the discussions with past students about supervisors came from 
recommendations for future students when picking their supervisors, mentioning that 
selection should be more about compatibility over interest in the research topic. Three 
students commented: 
 
Pick someone you get along with more than the project, if you don’t get along with 
your supervisor, it’s way harder…You could just do an experiment, it’s a very 
interesting side of it, but the person supporting you is critical. (PS07-OR)  
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Sometimes it’s not really about whether they’re an expert within the subject… If the 
goal is to choose someone who’s an expert so that you can produce good output, 
you’ve got to think “okay, but do I gel well with this person? Can I produce just as 
good output or even better output with someone who’s maybe in a different field and 
maybe who’s not the best expert but we work really well?” Those are the 
considerations at least… because if you get someone who you don’t gel well with it’s 
just going to be a more painful process I feel. (PS17-OR) 
 
I liked what they did and I liked their topics, “take me on” was all I was thinking. I 
wasn’t thinking about who they were as a person [or] how they taught. (PS13-OR)  
  
One past student made a point of asking supervisors about their methods of supervision and 
being explicit about what they would like out of a supervisor:  
 
Regular communication, regular updates. They may seem like its pestering you but 
don’t see it that way, see it as them wanting to know how they can help and it’s a 
team-based thing, they want to know where you’re at and stuff. In the end, a lot of 
things are time-based so they have to. Resourceful as well, like, they know how to 
connect you to people when you don’t know how to do a certain thing and [if] they’re 
not an expert on it they would find people who can help you. And also someone who 
will back you up. The worst thing is having a supervisor who’s not engaged with it 
and also won’t back you up. (PS17-OR)  
 
Other students (60%) noted specific considerations to their decision including support and the 
development of certain skills. One student commented:  
 
I had multiple people but it was between choosing them and another supervisor, and I 
thought I think I need a bit more nurturing, a bit more help rather than being left off 
independently. Then there was the other options like the techniques, the access to the 
stuff as well, so yeah. (PS10-OR)  
 
Some students (13.3%) provided details about being intimidated when selecting a supervisor, 
nervous about what they need to bring to the relationship. One student commented: 
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How do you go up to a professor or an academic and say “I want to study with you! 
What have I got to offer you?” If you think about it, I was this weasley 20-year-old, 
wanna-be hipster harassing them. All I had to show them was my grades, a letter to 
my fucking name. (PS01-OR)  
 
Some students (60%) described previous experiences with supervisors as a lecturer in 
undergraduate study and how that influenced their decision to choose their supervisor. One 
student commented:  
 
In undergrad, they did some lectures on this topic and I was like “I find this pretty 
interesting” so I hit them up after one of the lectures and I was like “I’m thinking 
about doing a summer studentship, would you be keen to take on a student?” They 
were like “hell yeah come and apply” so I did. I did the summer studentship and I 
quite liked it. I liked the vibe and the lab and all that sort of stuff you know “all good 
if I come back and do an Honours?” and they were like “yeah.” (PS05-OR) 
 
A total of 26.7% past students also provided advice for future students going through the 
decision-making process when picking a supervisor, interviewing them as much as they 
interview you. One student commented:  
 
I would probably have an interview process with your potential supervisor, I would 
ask them what their teaching methods are because each supervisor has one and I 
would see if that correlates to theirs because from what I’ve learnt with my supervisor 




Of the current students, 18.2% chose their supervisor based on undergraduate experiences and 
the research topic they were given. Two students commented:  
 
I chose my supervisor because of the topic. I loved the topic and then also the lab 
techniques just really excited me and then they were pretty inspirational when they 
lectured us. I really liked their lecture style and how organised they were. (CS06-R2)  
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That was just through lectures. I really liked them as a person and thought I could get 
along well with them so I just went and talked to them about it. (CS01-R1)  
 
A total of 18.2% current students had chosen their supervisor from their undergraduate 
experiences in lectures, but one student found that during their postgraduate study they found 
supervisors they really liked and would not have met during undergraduate study. One student 
commented: 
 
A lot of people take compulsory papers or take papers, not necessarily out of interest, 
but because they might need to up their grade. So I feel like there’s a lot of fields that 
people could be interested in but they happened to not have taken the paper. (CS07-
R2) 
 
One student based their decision on skills they could develop in their lab and the experiences 
of their past students: 
 
My potential supervisor perfectly matched up! They’ve got these really good skills, 
their students seemed to be really happy with them, they have been pretty good with 
finding jobs coming out of PhD and the stuff that they’re studying interests me. And 
I’ve actually met them before. (CS07-R1) 
 
When choosing a supervisor (40%) students felt the need to be provided with more 
information about how to be introduced to a supervisor. Three students commented:  
 
We sort of got told by other people “hey you should start looking for an Honours 
supervisor now” but we weren’t really told the process of how to do it, just “email 
them.” (CS07-R2)  
 
I think it’s kind of weird because you don’t know what to expect out of the dynamic 
before going into it. (CS08-R1) 
 
The third year in terms of being told when to start looking for supervisors and all of 
that kind of stuff, that was really vague, and again depended on if you happen to have 
a lecturer who told you this sort of stuff. And how to go about looking for supervisors, 
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how to go about knowing who you want to supervise with, they kind of just said “oh if 
you like a lecturer in your class” but I’m not entirely sure if that’s enough really. 
(CS07-R2)  
 
One student, out of the 11 current students, recommended that the Department put something 
in place to guide students through the process of choosing a supervisor:  
 
It would be cooler to have the ability to be like “hey here is all of the supervisors 
available to do Honours currently for next year and here is the areas their labs are 
in.” Obviously not super detailed but if you were interested you could email those 
kinds of people, whereas for us it’s just that we happened to have that lecturer in one 
of our papers, they kind of seem cool you know, hit them up. (CS07-R2) 
 
During their experiences of Honours/PGDip, 36.4% of current students felt they should have 
had further discussions with their supervisor in order to understand how they supervise and if 
they are compatible. One student commented: 
 
I ended up putting this supervisor as number one because I felt like they were a bit 
more passionate about the project but I’m thinking it probably would’ve been better if 




Twenty percent of students looking at doing Honours or PGDip had sought out information 
about the process of picking a supervisor from other postgraduate students. They knew what 
to look for when to start looking which made the course of action easier for them. One student 
commented: 
 
I talked with a lot of postgrads so I knew a lot of what was involved and who was 
doing what. (FS02-OR)  
 
All of the future students base their decision on their undergraduate experiences with the 
lecturers and the topics they teach, noting their decision being more about the topic than the 
person. One student commented:  




I’m studying for my final and this particular module and I’m really liking that but I 
don’t know yet, I just don’t know everything looks really cool I kind of just want to do 
it all. (FS04-OR)  
 
4.3.2  SUPERVISOR EXPERIENCES 
 
After aligning themselves with a supervisor, students spend the academic year collaborating 
with their supervisor learning the ins and outs of research. They are shown how to conduct 
research from their supervisor. They are shown the intricacies of working in an academic 
environment as a researcher, as opposed to learning in an academic environment as a student. 
Participants note their varying experiences with their supervisors (Table 13).  
 
Table.13 Experiences with a Supervisor  
 








Negative experience 9 (60)  7 (63.6) - 16 (51.6) 
Positive experience  15 (100) 10 (90.1) 3 (60) 28 (90.3) 
Good communication 14 (93.3) 10 (90.1) 3 (60) 27 (87.1) 
Help from supervisor  14 (93.3) 11 (100) 3 (60) 28 (90.3) 
Provision of resources  6 (40) 4 (36.4) - 10 (32.3) 
 
Past Students 
All of the past students noted that having a good relationship with their supervisor influences 
their positive experiences throughout the year and with their project. Three students 
commented:  
 
I had a really good rapport with my supervisors and I thought they were lovely people. 
I thought they were very engaging and positive, but in terms of other people, I think it 
wasn't all equal. (PS01-OR)  
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My supervisor is the best supervisor there possibly is. They were very patient, they 
were more than happy to help with proofreading, provided resources for learning i.e. 
skills workshops and that kind of stuff, our feedback styles were very synonymous. 
(PS09-OR)  
 
Having a supervisor that is fully there for you and fully helpful is definitely the key. 
(PS04-OR)  
 
This is emphasized by one student who felt that by not being appreciated by their supervisor, 
the work that they had put into their research was more difficult and unenjoyable: 
 
I felt that there was a big drag of 2 months of all this bullshit that I didn’t want to do. 
It was really bad and it wasn’t like it was being reinforced by my supervisor like them 
saying “good job, great” it was just meh. (PS11-OR)  
 
A total of 93.3% of past students commended the way their supervisor taught them how to 
research and manage their time effectively. One student commented:  
 
It definitely helped shaped the way I research this year because they never spoon-fed 
me or gave me anything about what to do, but they help break everything down make 
into milestones. They were also very good in the fact that they say things like, “we've 
done this before, we know how this works.” (PS01-OR)  
 
Other students (40%) described their expectations from their supervisor as well as the 
responsibility that students need to take when working in a collaborative environment. Three 
students commented:  
 
Sometimes I would be sitting down and I wouldn’t be sure of what I’m supposed to be 
doing and I would actually go and ask my supervisor like “hey I know I have a lot to 
do but what should I actually be focusing on?” A lot of people were too afraid to do 
that and I was like “you know they are supervisors but they are also people, it is their 
job to keep you on track and to make sure that you are capable.” (PS15-OR)  
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Talk to your supervisors alone and try and get tips and secrets from them right at the 
start. And definitely have [a] good rapport with them so that you can talk to them 
whenever or email if you have any concerns and definitely get an outline or deadlines 
with your thesis. (PS04-OR)  
 
I think as well as establishing a professional working relationship with your 
supervisors, they’re not your mum, you need to hold your own in terms of email 
etiquette. Being able to get yourself heard can be quite hard, especially for kids 
coming into it. (PS01-OR)  
 
One student noted the differences in support due to the limited contact time they had with 
their supervisor emphasizing the importance of regular communication:  
 
I definitely would rather have a supervisor that was on-site because that would’ve 
made a big difference, well made my experience a bit different. (PS03-OR)  
 
Over half of the students (60%), who had negative experiences with their supervisor, 
commented on what they would look for in their further studies having done a year of 
research themselves. One student noted:  
 
I would just go to someone who is more open, who understands co-development a bit 
more. Now I appreciate that maybe I just take longer to learn skills but everybody can 
learn skills, it just takes [me] a little longer. It takes time to learn skills and so it's 
important for me to be with someone who understands that. And also gives me space 
to make mistakes and grow in the process of that. (PS06-OR) 
 
Some students that continued studying changed supervisors (13.3%) and noted positive new 
experiences in comparison to their negative Honours/PGDip experiences. One student 
commented: 
 
I think more accessible, I felt a bit more restricted last year, and I was more forced to 
go, and now I’m more willing to work hard. I think I’m a bit more, I can approach my 
new supervisor a bit more than my other supervisor. (PS10-OR)  
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Others (20%) that had a positive experience noted the need for proper organisation of their 
project from the beginning of the year. One student remarked: 
 
I probably should’ve forced them to sit down and organised a plan for the actual 
research because there were 2 different research bodies…which is a lot to handle. 
(PS15-OR)  
 
One student, out of a group of 15, praised their supervisor, despite knowledge of their past 
students and information they had received about them. They commented on taking 
responsibility as a student and aligning your expectations as such:  
 
I was very happy with my supervisor. I’ve actually heard from other students that they 
were not great as a supervisor but they never really elaborated why. One of them 
mentioned something about them not getting their honours in on time and having to 
move to another supervisor or something like that, and I can understand why that 
might have happened because my supervisor is very lenient and relaxed with 
everything. They sort of expect that if you’ve got the grades, good enough for them to 
accept you, you’ll be self-driven and ready enough to just work and get the job done. 
So if you don’t have that sort of internal drive, like self-motivation, then it might be 
tricky but other than that they were a fantastic supervisor! So knowledgeable, so 
helpful, and just really kind and friendly. (PS12-OR) 
 
Current Students 
A total of 72.7% of current students commented that there is a balance between asking for 
help and ensuring that they appear competent and independent. Two student commented: 
 
Most students know that their supervisor will help them and offer help and support but 
as a student, you want to appear like you know what you are doing and don’t need to 
be spoon-fed. (CS07-R2)  
 
I was too scared to ask for help because I didn’t want my supervisors to think that I 
didn’t know what I was doing. Because I want them to want me next year and I didn’t 
want them to think I was dumb because it’s easy for them you know. (CS09-R2) 
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However, 27.3% of students learnt the importance of asking for help despite this. One student 
commented: 
 
Your supervisors [are] a lot more helpful if you ask questions. (CS11-R2)  
 
Other students (36.4%) commented on asking for help from an external source. One student 
remarked: 
 
You don’t really want to disappoint your supervisor now do you? So it’s easier to talk 
to someone that’s sort of on your level or has to do with helping you get through 
whatever you need to go through. (CS08-R1) 
 
One student described the need for less formal methods of communication with their 
supervisor in order to break the barrier of asking for help:  
 
I would text one of my supervisors to ask a question and it was a lot easier for me to 
do. (CS10-R2)  
 
A total of 36.4% of current students praised their supervisors, noting their good qualities and 
their ability to provide them with all the resources they would need for their project. Two 
students commented: 
 
They’re so understanding and so approachable so I do feel like I can tell them when I 
can’t complete things on time but I also feel a little like I’m letting them down, which I 
guess is normal. (CS06-R2)  
 
I think they have been really good in terms of giving me all the resources or telling me 
what’s actually available. (CS11-R1)  
 
Similar to the experiences of past students, some students (18.2%) felt the lack of appreciation 
from their supervisor made the project a lot harder. One student commented: 
 
That was quite disheartening [going] a solid month or 2 months of sending things and 
getting it back and just feeling like, oh that was shit you know. I also think, it was 
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probably just because it was through email and because they were so busy, but they 
would always just go “here’s your comments” and not like “thanks for sending it 
through.” (PS06-R2)  
 
Conversely, supervisors that praised their students (36.4%) made them feel special and 
encouraged them to work harder to solidify that feeling from them. One student remarked: 
 
I tentatively sent it to my supervisor and said “what do you think of this?” expecting it 
to be shot down and they came back with, “that is the clearest visualisation of 
[analysis] I’ve ever seen” and I was like “YUS!” (CS10-R2)  
 
Future Students 
Even though 60% of future students wanted more information and know that they will 
probably receive it from their potential supervisors most (20%) did not want to intrude on 
their time. One student commented:  
 
I think especially by third year you’re more, not necessarily aware, but you 
understand more that lecturers don’t just lecture. They’re also doing research, they’ve 
got a whole lot of other stuff going on and so you don’t really want to intrude on that 
too much. (FS02-OR) 
 
In contrast, one student commented on the communication they received from a potential 
supervisor noting how scared they were asking other but appreciating the response from one:  
 
I would ask them a stupid question and they would reply to me on the weekend. I 
really like the way that sometimes I do have some questions and they would flick me 
another email like “what do you think” and we would just start talking. (FS05-OR)  
 
Summary of Part 3. Supervisor 
Across the cohorts, students’ decisions behind why they selected their supervisor came from 
their interest in the various research topics available and the experiences of supervisors as 
lectures in undergraduate study. Students recommended having a guide supplied by the 
Department, noting who the potential supervisors are, what their labs study and what skills 
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they teach. Students highlight that having a positive relationship with their supervisor reflects 
on their experiences of postgraduate study.  
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4.4 PART 4. COURSE AND COMMITMENTS  
 
4.4.1  MANAGING THE WORKLOAD 
 
The structure of the Honours and PGDip course split the year into roughly two components; i) 
the taught, comprising papers, attending lectures and doing assignments; and ii) research 
comprised of the research project. Participants’ projects differ in the amount of lab work they 
do, what help they receive and what resources they take advantage of. Students describe 
managing the workload and assigning the appropriate amount of time to both components 
whilst balancing any external commitments they may have (Table 14).  
 
Table.14 Managing the workload 
 








Course structure and papers  12 (80) 10 (90.1) 2 (40) 24 (77.4) 
Managing workload  10 (66.7) 10 (90.1) - 20 (64.5) 
 
Past Students 
When looking back on their experiences 73.3% of past students liked that they were able to 
structure their own timetable, but ensuring students plan out their entire year is essential to 
staying on top of the research component. Two students commented:  
 
“Alright this is what I’m going to achieve, this is how I’m going to get there, I could 
just do this much work and that will be sweet.” (PS03-OR)  
 
Freedoms like a double-edged sword. I like it because you can plan what you want to 
do, as opposed to honours where it’s more I’m told when I’ll be doing this, this, and 
this, but at the same time, you can kind of fall into the trap of not doing a heck of a lot. 
(PS08-OR)  
 
Eighty percent of students offered advice for future students going into Honours/PGDip, 
noting the importance of time management. Two students commented:  




At the beginning of the year, they should plan out, like an action plan, of what they’re 
going to do. It’s like eating a huge elephant, you should do it in little bits. (PS12-OR)  
 
There are periods where you spend so much time looking at one thing that you almost 
need a break. And that’s when time management becomes really important I feel 
because you could do a 1 week break or a 1 month break and then you could lose 
track of time. (PS17-OR) 
 
A total of 66.7% of past students described how invaluable the experience was to become 
independent researchers. Two students commented:  
 
The independence because they’re just like “here go for it” and also, well for our year 
especially, learning how everyone works and staying as a unit, bouncing off each 
other and teamwork even though you’re in different disciplines. (PS03-OR)  
 
The most valuable thing about Honours is that it does teach you how to research and 
how to independently find accurate information. (CS10-R2)  
 
Other students (60%) commented on the skills they learnt being transferrable into future 
study. One student commented:  
 
I think it really set me up for this year. Last week someone came up to me and they 
went to one of my presentations and they said “oh my god I know who you are.” I was 
so happy like “who me?” And I got a chance to go to a conference and I won a poster 
competition. It was a really rewarding experience. (PS01-OR)  
 
Current Students 
Similar to past students, all (100%) of the current students noted the importance of time 
management, recognising how long things take and how quickly time passes. One student 
commented:  
 
It’s because at the start you’re being introduced to everything new, “oh let us show 
you how to do this, let’s do a practice one of these, you need to do training for this.” 
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And then you’re like “okay I’m just getting introduced to it,” next thing you know 3 
months have passed and it’s the middle of the year… you’re kept very busy so make 
sure you’re allocating your time properly. (CS03-R2)  
 
However, one student noted taking their time and not rushing through the project:  
 
I think in the beginning of the year I was just so like “you have to get all this stuff 
done now.” Like in undergrad when you had an assignment and you only have like a 
few weeks to do it, so in my head, I was sort of like “this dissertation [is] just a big 
assignment, I need to get it done,” but you don’t have that same time pressure at the 
beginning of the year. (CS01-R2)  
 
Another student brought to light the importance of planning out the project across the whole 
year to keep things on track:  
 
I felt very lost pretty much during all of it, I pretty much stumbled through it I 
suppose… I definitely wanted a little bit more of an outline personally just because it 
felt so much like I was stumbling along the project like, “oh done this, need something 
else to do now.” (CS07-R2) 
 
Future Students 
When asked about their knowledge of research, 40% of students knew a bit about what 
happens during Honours and PGDip and were more excited than anxious about the 
uncertainty. One student commented:  
 
I know a little about how it all works from talking to supervisors and other 
postgraduate students who demonstrate in our 300-level labs, but overall it’s probably 
going to be a continual surprise and learning curve. Not that that’s necessarily a bad 
thing. (FS01-OR)  
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4.4.2  THE TAUGHT COMPONENT  
 
The taught component of the Honours and PGDip requires 400-level subject papers to be 
selected alongside their research project. Students are able to choose first semester or second 
semester papers, with most papers being offered in semester one so the workload in semester 
two is heavily weighted to the research component. This allows students the ability to 
structure their year to be course-heavy in the first semester and focus on the research 
component in the second semester. Students were asked about their paper selections, their 
influences on their choices and their experiences of the taught component. Some students 
made recommendations on paper structures and for future students on paper selections (Table 
15). 
 
Table.15 Paper selection and influences on decisions  
 








Paper selection and what 
influences it  
10 (66.7) 10 (90.1) 1 (20) 21 (67.7) 
Negative experience  8 (53.3) 7 (63.6) - 15 (48.4) 
Positive experience  9 (60) 10 (90.1) 1 (20) 20 (64.5) 
Recommendations  7 (46.7) 7 (63.6) 1 (20) 15 (48.4) 
 
Past Students 
A total of 46.7% of past students offered advice for future students on how to go about 
picking papers, stacking up their first semester. One student commented:  
 
I would advise them to, if they haven’t selected their papers yet, make sure to select 
the papers that end by at least the start of second semester. Because if you have 
papers still going on it’s just an extra stress. (PS11-OR) 
 
One student commented on the separation of their papers and their project having taken 
advice from their supervisor and previous students to compile their papers in the first 
semester: 
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It almost felt like 2 parts of the year, cause the papers were finished up in about July 
and as soon as that was done it was very full-on. I think the papers, I know there was 
a lot of work involved in those, but it kind of gave you a break in between worrying 
about your thesis. (PS08-OR)  
 
Over half of the students (53.3%) made comments about how quickly the assignments and 
content of papers are taught, describing how different they were to undergraduate papers. 
Four students commented:  
 
It definitely made you understand things a bit more because they would be like “here’s 
your topic with a brief intro and now I want you to know it enough to present it.” But 
it was still like trying to understand a topic in one week could sometimes be quite 
challenging. (PS03-OR)  
 
We did everything in like a week and took a tour of the different skills. As much as it 
was weird to study bioanthropology because I was like “oh I don’t study 
bioanthropology” it was interesting and good. (PS07-OR)  
 
Anatomical topics was probably the most stressful one purely because there was so 
many little things to do and lots of small presentations, lots of small writings that 
didn’t have a grade but were still important to do. (PS09-OR)  
 
A little bit stressful but I got it done and you just pushed it out like “oh look there just 
10% done,” feels good… it’s collecting the percentage and then it’s like “oh done, 
papers over, there’s no exam.” (PS07-OR)  
 
Current Students 
A total of 90.1% of current students based their paper choices on balancing out their taught 
component of the course with their research component but 45.5% mentioned the need for a 
detailed paper description and timetable. Two students commented:  
 
They have all of the descriptions of it, they need so much more. They need to decide 
before the semester what their assignments are going to look like and that information 
needs to be available on the page, because whether they like it or not, how their 
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assignments were structured was a very key choice in my decision on what paper to 
take. (CS07-R1)  
 
There were course papers that I didn’t even look at because they had no description of 
how they were going to be assessed. (CS07-R1)  
  
One student emphasized this by describing aspects of a paper that they enjoyed because they 
were interested in that topic, other aspects they did not because it wasn’t an area of Anatomy 
that they enjoyed: 
 
I mean how much easier is it to do something when you’re interested…when you’re 
actually struggling to be interested in it and you’re having to sift through article and 
article on stuff that doesn’t stimulate you, it’s that much harder. (CS03-R2)  
 
Common advice from supervisors or previous students was to do all the papers in the first 
semester to ensure they had time to do their research project in the second semester. As most 
of the papers are offered in semester one, 90.1% of students chose such papers in order to 
focus on their research project in semester two. Three students commented:  
 
I very much appreciated how I laid out my year with the 2 papers in first semester and 
the 1 full-year paper. It made first semester hell but it was worth it. (CS07-R2)  
 
I think it was hard to balance it with both of them [papers and project] because they 
wanted us to do an assignment every week for some papers and that was like a 10% 
essay with 1000 words, so how are we meant to do both? They were really 
understanding though and gave us heaps of extensions. (CS02-R1)  
 
It did allow me to choose that course-heavy first semester so that I could have time for 
my thesis because that was a suggestion and I do appreciate that. Even if it did make 
the first semester hell hopefully it makes my second semester better. (CS07-R1)  
 
A total of 45.5% of current students still found it stressful and felt guilty for not working on 
their thesis whilst doing assignments. One student noted:  
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There was a couple of months at the beginning of the year where I didn’t do any work 
on my thesis because I had 2 or 3 assignments a week and that was a very stressful 
time. I felt like I wasn’t doing enough to make my supervisors happy but I was also 
trying to get good grades in my papers and it was just a lot (CS10-R2)  
 
Although the papers and associated assignments resulted in a heavy workload, 90.1% students 
liked them in comparison to undergraduate papers, noting learning the topic as opposed to 
memorising it. Two students commented:  
 
It was so much more open because it’s not “you have to do 8 lectures and you have to 
learn this stuff,” it’s more “you’re going to do 8 lectures and you’re going to learn 
about whatever the hell your lecturers interested in.” And I have always found that 
when lecturers are lecturing on what they want to lecture on and not what’s supplied 
by the course, what they actually study or research, they’re so much more excited and 
so they’re better at teaching it because they’re so much more excited by it. So to have 
a whole year of that was so good. (CS10-R2)  
 
I enjoy the fact that it’s sort of new stuff that you’re learning and then you get 
assessed on it and then it’s like “right move onto the next thing,” it’s not a whole 
memory game. It’s about understanding it and actually learning cool stuff, so I have 
really enjoyed that and that’s what I thought it was going to be like and that’s what it 
has shown to be so far. (CS04-R1)  
 
Future Students 
Similar to the past student 20% of future students commented on the need for more 
descriptions on the 400-level papers. One student noted:  
 
Usually, when I pick papers I look [them] up on student review and [read] “oooh so 
heaps of people said to never take this paper,” so I avoid [that paper]. (FS04-OR)  
 
One student praised the fact that there were no exams for the papers: 
 
I’ve heard that the papers are all 100% internally assessed which sounds good. 
(FS04-OR)  




Similar to advice given to students, one student appreciated the flexibility with 400-level 
papers with the ability to plan out their year: 
 
I know that obviously, you have papers and some aren’t like a semester papers so you 
can get everything out of the way early or you can just spread it. (FS04-OR)  
 
4.4.3  BALANCING WORK AND COMMITMENTS  
 
The Honours and PGDip year not only consists of study, students also commit themselves to 
external activities as well as ensuring they take care of themselves physically and mentally. 
As the postgraduate timetable is much more flexible than the undergraduate one, students are 
more self-directed with their learning and begin to treat study as a job. Students commented 
on other commitments outside of study and their ability to dedicate time to both study and 
external commitments (Table 16).  
 
Table.16 Balancing work and play  
 








Other commitments  6 (40) 7 (63.6) 1 (20) 14 (45.2) 
Part-time job 5 (33.3) 5 (45.5) 1 (20) 11 (35.5) 
Social life 2 (13.3) 6 (54.5) - 8 (25.8) 
Dropping commitments  - 3 (27.3) - 3 (9.7) 
  
Past Students 
A total of 33.3% of past students emphasized the importance of balancing their days and 
provided advice such as not overworking and being disciplined with their time. Two students 
commented:  
 
I would think about being strict on your timetable. A good work/play balance is what I 
think benefited everybody… Postgrad is like having a job. You need to pick it up do 
you work properly and then go home. Because I don't think you'll get much out of it if 
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you're sitting there the entire day. You need balance. I would tell people to not leave 
things to the last minute and just be organised. Be responsible and you have to be 
accountable for everything that you're doing. Most of all I would encourage good 
practices, and I would say that if you don't look after yourself it's going to be hard. 
(PS01-OR)  
 
I think you can psych yourself out by coming too much, you can stress over your thesis 
6am to 6pm every day the whole year and you can psych yourself out and it not going 
to be your best work you just need to kind of relax. Take a half-day here and there. 
(PS08-OR)  
 
As well as offering advice for how to treat their postgraduate studies, 33.3% of students also 
worked whilst studying. One student in particular described their experience of working as 
necessity for their ability to study: 
 
I was probably working about 25 hours a week… it was pretty normal for me I worked 
during my undergrad as well, I was quite used to doing a 30 hour week and studying 
full time…I just guess you get used to living off of less sleep and it was one of those 
things where it had its benefits in the sense that because you had no time to fuck 
around you didn’t, and that was just a reality for me. I don’t have a family that can 
support me, I always needed to have a job. (PS15-OR) 
 
A total of 26.7% of past students worked part-time as a Laboratory demonstrator in 
undergraduate classes, as the Department offers demonstrating for first-time postgraduate 
students across Anatomy and Neuroscience. Students usually love it and continue to 
demonstrate throughout their postgraduate studies. Two students commented:  
 
I demonstrate psychology… I love the marking. (PS10-OR)  
 
I’m working as a part-time research fellow in the Anatomy Department. (PS12-OR)  
 
One student also had external commitments that took up a large part of their time but still 
managed to stay on top of study with a solid routine and schedule:  
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I had work and I had church commitments that were taking up 40 – 50 hours a week 
as well. (PS09-OR)  
 
Current Students 
A total of 36.4% of current students described their enjoyment of the experience of research 
but felt they had missed out on the sense of community that students often build during their 
Honours and PGDip year, as demonstrated by the past students, due to COVID-19 
interruptions. One student commented:  
 
I guess the biggest thing that hasn’t met [my expectations] is the more social side of it. 
(CS01-R1) 
 
A few students (27.3%) found that they did have to drop a few external commitments in order 
to prioritise their time effectively. However, because of the nature of the year with COVID-
19, one student thought that the external commitments were not abandoned, but cancelled:  
 
COVID cancelled so much that I don’t really know if I purposefully dropped anything 
or if it was just gone anyway. (CS07-R2)  
 
Similar to findings from past students, 72.7% of current students commented on the benefits 
of treating postgraduate study like a job, having time to relax once they were home instead of 
continuing to work and burning themselves out. Two students commented:  
 
I’d go to the office from 9 and come home at 5 and just not do anything for the rest of 
the day just so I could actually relax. (CS01-R2) 
 
Going home and having snacks and watching YouTube was a way for me to wind 
down. (CS02-R2)  
 
One student also commented on the importance of having external commitments that do not 
involve study so that fulfilments came from doing other things within their life:  
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I set goals for myself that didn’t involve University. For example, I’m running in the 
Queenstown half-marathon, so that was a goal towards something completely 
different to University you know. (CS06-R2) 
 
Some students (45.5%) also had a part-time job that helped that they had to manage their time 
around. The student below was a residential assistant (RA) at Cumberland, a residential 
college:  
 




More students (40%) were concerned about the course rather than other commitments and 
hobbies and only one student described having a part-time job as well as studying:  
 
I’m still nannying outside of University as a part-time job. (FS02-OR) 
 
Summary of Part 4. Course & Commitments  
When managing the workload of both papers and the research project in Honours/PGDip 
students across all cohorts emphasized the importance of time management and being strict on 
their timetable. Past and current students valued the skills they learnt in postgraduate for 
future study. Across all three cohorts, students expressed how they were advised by 
supervisors or past students to compile their taught, paper component into their first semester. 
As most of the taught component papers are offered in semester one, this is a common 
practice for Honours and PGDip students. Furthermore, all three cohorts, appreciated the 
flexibility of the taught and research components. Additionally, some students work other 
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4.5 PART 5. STRESSORS AND SUPPORT 
 
Participant responses within the study discuss stressors that originate from studying, some 
associated with studying and other personal life stressors that occurred whilst studying. Most 
institutions know about student stressors, thus set up numerous support systems to assist 
students in an array of forms. Participants within this study have demonstrated that students 
generally know about the varying support systems, but most fail to access them out of 
embarrassment of their situation, prioritising study or feeling like they lack the time to engage 
with them. Students discussed various stressors of postgraduate study (Table 17) and the 
impact of stressors on both themselves and their study.  
 
Table.17 Stressors of Postgraduate study  
 








Stressors  15 (100) 11 (100) 5 (100)  31 (100) 
Grades 3 (20) 6 (54.5) 1 (20)  10 (32.3) 
High workload 14 (93.3) 9 (81.8) 2 (40) 25 (80.6) 
Time Management   12 (80) 11 (100) 1 (20)  24 (77.4) 
Uncertainty  12 (80) 6 (54.5) 5 (100)  23 (74.2) 
Mental health  7 (46.7) 5 (45.5) - 12 (38.7) 
Personal life stressors 3 (20) 8 (72.7) 1 (20) 12 (38.7) 
What students would tell their 
past self  
2 (13.3) 9 (81.8) - 11 (35.5) 
 
4.5.1 VARIOUS STRESSORS OF POSTGRADUATE 
STUDY  
 
Participants recall the stressors of postgraduate study with a response across all cohorts being 
from the high workload and flexibility of students newly found timetable. Students now have 
to assign the appropriate time to various priorities in their postgraduate schedule as well as 
allowing time to relax.  
 




The lack of support that some students (20%) received made them question their decision to 
do Honours and PGDip. The high stressors came from the intensity of the workload combined 
with the time restrictions. Two students commented:  
 
The stress, just the time limits of Honours literally kills people. (PS07-OR)  
 
It's like you can start hating science because of the experience. (PS06-OR) 
 
The stress of certain periods of Honours and PGDip also slowly took their toll on 26.7% of 
students decreasing their enjoyment of the course. Two students commented:  
 
I had a 2-month drag of that and it was really tough. I was waking up every morning 
at 7am and just get up, get to the lab, come down, hopefully see someone in the office, 
and keep myself sane. Then it was, I guess, some study then lit review and later on 
[more lab work], which last so long. (PS11-OR)  
 
There was a period where I was having like 5 or 6 assignments a week, I was getting 4 
hours sleep a night just so I could do the bare minimum for all my assessments. And I 
wasn’t getting any feedback from them so I wasn’t sure if they were good or if they 
were bad and I was at the point where I was like, ok I cannot maintain this any longer 
and if the entire year is going to be like this then I’m just going to stop now. (PS09-
OR)  
 
A total 13.3% of past students that have continued studying have learnt how to deal with 
stressors and are thankful for the stress of Honours and PGDip. One student commented: 
 
It definitely helped with time management and when there’s a stressful situation, like 
something gets thrown on you and you’re like, “alright I know how to deal with this 
because I’ve had more stressful things go on.” (PS04-OR)  
 
  




A total of 81.8% of current students during their second round of interviews offered their 
past-selves advice with a hindsight view of the stressors throughout their year and the lessons 
they had learnt from them. One student commented:  
 
I would tell myself not to doubt myself and like “you can do it” you know. At the 
beginning, I was very apprehensive of feeling like it was too big to do, and I suppose 
when I was peak stressed, just take a breath, there’s only so much you can do in a day. 
At 5 o’clock I’d often feel like “oh I didn’t get everything done” but I got a lot done 
and you don’t realise that when you’re there like you actually did a lot. (CS06-R2)  
 
All of the current students noted the importance of developing good time management skills 
and being honest and realistic with their timeframes. Two students noted:  
 
Time management really just gets to me. It’s like ‘I hope I get this done by this and 
then it’s ‘oh if I don’t then I’m going to have to push everything else back’ and then 
get worried everything is going to be compressed into the last month. (CS05-R1) 
 
Towards the end, very stressful. I feel like I tried very hard not to leave things until the 
last minute or anything like that, and then of course it just felt like everything, 
especially towards the end like, “I’ve only got this to do, then this” but then that first 
thing would take so much longer then I thought it would! Then I would have all these 
other extra things that I just completely, utterly didn’t know how long I had allocated 
for it. (CS07-R2)  
 
In addition to being honest with themselves about their timeframes, 54.5% of students 
realised the importance of being realistic with their supervisors. Two students commented:  
 
I kept saying to my supervisor, “I’ll get it to you this day, I’ll get it to you this day,” 
And they’re like “I haven’t heard a single thing from you on time. “I think it’s because 
I genuinely think I will and then I just… I don’t know I don’t. (CS02-R2)  
 
You’re not having someone chase you around or even just classmates that you can just 
be like “oh wait we’ve got an assignment due this weekend!?” It’s more like you have 
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to do it in your own time, which kind of made it a bit of a struggle when your 
supervisor gives you timelines and stuff, but then that was the nice flexibility of it. I 
didn’t realise at first when they go “okay let’s set these timelines.” (CS03-R2)  
 
One student mentioned that their supervisor helped them set up deadlines and timeframes at 
the beginning of the year but failed to continue this throughout the year. Because of this they 
felt it was a shared problem:  
 
I feel like it’s more just like “you could’ve avoided this!” I have no one to blame but 
me. I guess it’s mostly me, 80% me 20% my supervisor, but my supervisor was so busy 
with lectures and stuff that they didn’t really have the time to guide me. I’m not 
blaming them but in that sense, I should’ve been more proactive like “they’re doing 
lectures, they’ve got all this stuff on I should be setting my own timeline and 
deadlines." (CS02-R2)  
 
The high stress caused some physiological symptoms for students and this was reflected 
within 27.3% of the participants lives. One student commented:  
 
I get psoriasis and so I got really bad psoriasis on my scalp in the last few months and 
I didn’t get my period for 4 months because I was that stressed…but it was really 
funny, the day I handed in my dissertation, that night I got my period. (CS06-R2) 
 
A total of 72.7% of current students had personal life struggles outside of University that 
impacted their studies. Two students commented:  
 
MY MENTAL HEALTH! Honestly, just personal life hit harder than I thought it would 
because I think if that hadn’t had happened my year would’ve been really different. I 
think I would’ve been done and not putting references in the day of and still working 
the night before. (CS09-R2) 
 
It was difficult because there were times where obviously it was hard to concentrate. I 
don’t know things like that [family illness] you sometimes just get this mentality 
flashing up like academic stuff is the least important thing in my life right now, this 
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does not matter to me right now when in reality it does, it’s a huge part of my future, 
so it was something that had to be done. (CS07-R2)  
 
Other students (18.2%) encountered unexpected financial troubles that added stress to their 
studies. One student commented:  
 
I officially moved out of my flat in June and we had to keep paying rent until 
September when they found someone to fill my room. So that was an added stress. My 
parents actually started paying for me because I didn’t have any income because I lost 
my job. So it was kind of that balance of trying not to stress too much about money 
while also finishing a degree. (CS10-OR) 
 
Some students (81.8%) found the high workload to be the main source of their stress. One 
student commented: 
 
Things are getting incredibly busy. Sometimes I can get really stressed about how 
much I have to do and I feel like I never get enough done in a day, but I’m learning to 
let it go and just do as much as I can! (CS06-R1)  
 
One student said that the stress was constant across the whole year:  
 
I think I was stressed for such a long period of time that that was my new normal. 
(CS06-R2)  
 
Despite the personal life struggles, 100% of students also felt the support from the 
Department with accommodating them and their studies. One student commented:  
 
I had such a late extension because I was like “yeah I’m up in Christchurch now 
because my dad’s undergoing Neurosurgery for a brain tumour” and they were like 
“oh yeah we can give you until the end of the month.” (CS07-R2)  
 
Future Students  
The uncertainty and end of year exams had all (100%) students worried about the potential 
experience of Honours and PGDip. One student noted:  




My partner keeps saying to me “you know what you’re going to do for Honours?” 
And I’m like “I have no idea, no clue” like… I’ve got enough to focus on right now.” 
(FS02-OR)  
 
Other future students (60%) felt they needed to prepare themselves better to avoid the stress 
or Honours/PGDip study. One student commented:  
 
I definitely need to have better discipline, I think that’s the key thing that I lack… You 
know just not managing my time right, getting side-tracked… I just don’t have an 
overall good routine which I think I need to sort out. (FS03-OR)  
 
One student, of the 5 future students, mentioned personal life events that impacted the end of 
their third year grades and therefore their entry into postgraduate study:  
 
I got dumped suddenly so my mood was not really good. My grades were always B- 
and B but last semester it just dropped my average and [now] I have got a C+ 
average and now I feel like even if I work hard I feel like I couldn’t even get into 
PGDip. (FS05-OR)  
 
4.5.2  SUPPORT SYSTEMS  
 
Support is essential for a student’s academic success. For a first-time postgraduate student, 
they need various support systems as there are many unknowns in terms of expected work, 
new lab techniques and literature to understand and navigating the diverse aspects of being a 
researcher. Support can come in the form of asking questions, having a guide, or a system in 
place to answer questions. Students having an effective support system helps with being able 
to navigate their studies effectively and efficiently. Students were asked where their support 
systems came from and how important support was for their studies (Table 18).  
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Table.18 Support in Postgraduate study 
 








Self-care 5 (33.3) 3 (27.3) - 8 (25.8) 
Support Systems  14 (93.3) 11 (100) 3 (60) 28 (90.3) 
Academic peers  10 (66.7) 8 (72.7) - 18 (58.1) 
Department 11 (73.3) 11 (100) 2 (40)  24 (77.4) 
Lab group  7 (46.7) 9 (81.8) - 16 (51.6) 
Supervisor 10 (66.7) 7 (63.6) - 17 (54.8) 
Friends and Family  7 (46.7) 7 (63.6) - 14 (45.2) 
Recommendations for support  11 (73.3) 7 (63.6) 3 (60)  21 (67.7) 
 
Past Students 
A total of 66.7% of students said the support they received came from their peers and they 
enjoyed the social environment because of that. One student commented:  
 
What do I miss? The community of fourth year. Through no matter what there was 
always someone around, if this didn’t work just cry about it, oh it’s fine we can solve 
this. (PS07-OR)  
 
Many (86.7%) students appreciated the office environment of Honours and PGDip students as 
a place that intersected hanging out, discussing their projects and reminding each other of 
assessment deadlines. One student noted:  
 
It felt like ‘The Office’ [tv show]. It was this TV show and everything was happening, 
memes and games in the next room. It was nice because it felt like we were all this 
little cohort and we're all getting pushed around, we all got to take the same papers, 
which was 1 hour a week, so we would all remind each other. So there was a really 
nice sense of community within the postgraduate group. (PS01-OR)  
 
A total of 93.3% of students described the necessity of support no matter the source, whether 
it be from academic peers, the lab group, supervisor or friends and family. Two students 
commented:  




There is a lot of times where you can doubt [yourself] but if you have a strong network 
of people around you, those ones that support you, they reinforce you when times get 
tough. Even if it’s not just people that are emotionally supportive, if you have 
academic support, people that can proofread, people that check your references and 
make sure everything’s done nicely, I think that’s really important. (PS09-OR)  
 
I definitely got mine out with the postdoc in the lab because they’re mature, they’re 
older than us but not a supervisor, so they were giving me these little tips. (PS04-OR)  
 
One student commented on the support they received from the Department and postgraduate 
co-ordinator. They noted their appreciation for understanding personal struggles outside of 
University and the support they received because of that:  
 
I want to say that I had a rough time last year. I did have some difficulties in terms of 
personal life and I think that's something difficult because when you've got research 
and stuff or you’re in your honours, that's a straight year! That's a straight two 
semesters! I had a family incident, so it didn't work for me. And I thought that the 
communication with the Department was really good! [Academic] was amazing! They 
were empathetic, they were really understanding, they were really good! They talked 
to me and I was like “yeah this is happening” and they were like “do you need to see 
anybody? How was your situation? How are you coping?” And it was a really hard 
topic to talk about but I love the fact that these academics, they’re people as well and 
it felt like I was not just a student. I think emotional support for students is really 
important and you need to communicate special consideration and stuff because 
there's no point physically hurting yourself to get something done because it is just a 
piece of paper. I was dealing with family life and death stuff and then I'm dealing with 
this piece of paper like I know I can stick that aside. (PS01-OR)  
 
Twenty percent of students also offered advice for future students to seek support for their 
mental health and to not push themselves to the point of mentally hurting themselves. Two 
students commented:  
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Have monthly or regular check-ups/meet-ups just mentally, it’s a very stressful year. 
(PS10-OR)  
 
You have 1 year there and it’s really an introduction, so there’s that, but there’s also 
striving to do well but not beating yourself up over every single mistake… Also, try 
and not to stay in the office too long. I did way too many all-nighters and that burns 
you out, it’s not great for your mental health. Don’t psych yourself out, don’t get too 
worried over things that it becomes detrimental to you. (PS17-OR)  
 
One student offered advice for supporting other students, creating a symbiotic relationship of 
support:  
 
Just talk to everyone and be interested in what they do and make as many friends as 
you can. You’ll find that will be a much better experience and half of it is actually not 
just doing your own project but hearing about other peoples’ projects and that 
encourages them as well. And if you can encourage them that way or say “hey you’re 
doing well” or “hey that’s really cool” and stuff like that, that’s a really good social 
thing to do. So have a real outwards perspective, don’t just focus on your own project 
and similarly focus on people, not projects. (PS17-OR)  
 
Current Students 
A total of 81.8% of students appreciated the support that they received from their lab group 
teaching them lab techniques, being patient with them learning and offering help when they 
need it. Two students commented:  
 
Two other post-docs just hopped on and helped me out, like, postdoc was so good, any 
questions they were like “I’m coming to your office right now like let’s figure it out” 
and I was like “oh thank the heavens” it was so good! Honestly, I would not have 
survived without them. (CS09-R2)  
 
[PhD student] was good for that. Often they’d even, especially for harder things, they 
would do it a few times with me until I was really confident. Because some of that stuff 
on the computer I was just like “where do I go next!?” call them, “I have no clue what 
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I’m doing!?” They were like “okay I’ll come down and give you one more hand.” 
(CS03-R2)  
 
One of the current students mentioned how the support from their lab group and postdoc 
made them a better researcher by instilling confidence within them:  
 
I think people believing in me also made me realise that things can go wrong but I can 
fix it and that sort of thing. I think that’s one really cool thing, I never really believed 
in myself but then having people like [postdoctoral fellow] really believes in me… I 
feel like they all really believe in me, I constantly feel lucky to have my lab group, I 
feel like I’ve fit in really well! (CS06-R2) 
 
Another student emphasised how getting help from their lab group and supervisors makes 
them less stressed about the uncertainties of researching:  
 
I have really supportive people that are going to tell me what I don’t know and what I 
need to know, so I’m just trusting myself to them at the moment and we’ll see how it 
goes. (CS07-R1)  
 
A total of 72.7% of current students also appreciated the support from their academic peers in 
the Honours/PGDip course commenting on being able to reciprocate thoughts and ideas. One 
student commented: 
 
We’re all in the same boat and we could all complain about the same things to each 
other and we could all work it out together. I’d be like “oh what do you think about 
this bit?” And it was really cool. (CS09-R2)  
 
Other students (63.6%) noted the support they received from their supervisor being the right 
balance of checking in with them without being too overbearing. One student commented: 
 
It would just be “haven’t seen you in a while, are you all good?” And I’d be like “yep, 
I just dropped off a little bit” and then my supervisor’s like “okay let’s have a meeting 
and you let me know what you need.” It would be like a good level of checking in but 
not in my grill. (CS09-R2) 




One student, out of the 11 current students, emphasized asking for support, especially being 
able to ask the supervisor for support:  
 
Don’t try [to] do it by yourself! You’re not the experienced one, you’re not the one 
who’s written plenty of papers, don’t go try and do it alone. You need support you 
always do. (CS03-R2) 
 
However, another student commented on the difficulty of asking their supervisor for help, not 
wanting to appear like they did not know what to do, despite needing it:  
 
You want to keep making it look like you know what you’re doing because you don’t 
want to appear like you’re not capable, or that you’re not good enough when you are 
but you have just never done this before, so the logical thing is to ask because how 
should you be expected to know? But it’s just too scary to ask. (CS09-R1)  
 
A total of 63.6% of current students also offered recommendations for support such as an 
intermediate support system or asking past students for help as these options were more 
accessible for them. One student commented:  
 
A place where you can go and ask questions and not feel stupid either because some of 
the things that we had questions about things like, I don’t want to email my 
supervisors and ask how to get a hold of software that I should’ve had since first year 
but I never downloaded type thing. Just an anonymous thing that was better than Ask 
Otago. (CS10-R2)  
 
Future Students 
Forty percent of students commented on how helpful academics within the Department are by 
being approachable. One student commented:  
 
They [were] always, as I said, eager to help, even if it’s not their responsibility they’re 
always willing to send you to people. (FS03-OR)  
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When asked about the type of support they would like to receive, one future student 
commented that there was a lack of sympathy when signing up to Honours and PGDip and 
did not know what to do because of it:  
 
I feel like they should target students that have low grades but want to get into 
Honours and make them feel really comfortable to bring about what’s inside their 
mind without feeling embarrassed. For example, I really want to approach this 
supervisor but I look at my grades and say “oh nah.” (FS05-OR)  
 
Summary of Part 5. Stressors and Support 
The main source of stress from students in postgraduate study is the high workload, intensity 
and time restrictions. Personal life stressors also impacted students across all cohorts with 
major life events occurring such as family illness or loved ones passing away, student 
relationship struggles and trouble with flatting. Current students noted financial stress while 
future students noted stress stemming from uncertainty. All students felt the biggest support 
from their lab groups and academic peers. Current students described the balance of support 
from their supervisors in checking in on them without being too overbearing. They also 
recommended an intermediate support person that they could go to as they felt uncomfortable 
asking their supervisors for everything. Future students appreciated the approachability of 
academics in the Department, but noted more sympathy from them when asking for help 
would be beneficial. 
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4.6 PART 6. THE RESEARCH COMPONENT  
 
4.6.1  MANAGING A RESEARCH PROJECT  
 
Within this project some students experience undertaking and navigating a research project. A 
few students have had past experience with research through summer projects but for many 
postgraduate study the first time they encounter research. Factors that go into a research 
project include; learning new technical skills, balancing the workload with coursework and 
directing the project. Students learn an effective way to do this from their supervisor, lab 
group members and experiences throughout the Honours and PGDip course. Students were 
asked about various aspects of managing their research project and how this influenced their 
postgraduate experience (Table 19).  
 
Table.19 Managing a research project  
 








Research project  15 (100) 11 (100) 5 (100) 31 (100)  
Interest and enjoyment  15 (100) 10 (90.1) 5 (100) 30 (96.8) 
Enjoying the environment 
and people   
13 (86.7) 7 (63.6) 2 (40) 22 (70.9) 
Motivation 10 (66.7) 7 (63.6) 3 (60)  20 (64.5) 
Planning 8 (53.3) 4 (36.4) - 12 (38.7) 
Navigating the Department  1 (6.7) 6 (54.5) 3 (60) 10 (32.3) 
 
Past Students 
A total of 66.7% of past students mentioned that a valuable lesson learnt from 
Honours/PGDip was about staying motivated. Many (40%) of them recommended structuring 
your time and ensuring that students stay motivated. One student commented:  
 
Making sure that you stay motivated and keep working hard because it’s just 1 year 
and it will feel like a year when you’re doing it but looking back it never feels that 
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bad. So even though it’s tough times make sure you just push through it and keep that 
motivation. (PS12-OR)  
 
One student emphasised asking for help and direction with the project in order to stay 
motivated and on task:  
 
One thing I struggled with was understanding what I was doing, it took me a long time 
to understand. I understood the purpose of it but to get there and the process steps I 
was like “why am I doing this!?” It took me a long time and time to understand the 
processes would’ve helped a lot! (PS13-OR)  
 
Other students (66.7%) noted the importance of staying on top of the workload to relieve the 
build-up of stressors. Two students commented:  
 
It’s going to be rough, it’s going to be different [from] undergrad and what you’ve 
experienced, there’s a lot of things put on you, just don’t leave everything to the last 
minute. I was chill most of the time and easy-going in the office because I wasn’t 
leaving everything to the last minute. (PS11-OR)  
 
I’d definitely say get started on your research straight away like jump on it and start 
writing. (PS03-OR) 
 
A total of 86.7% of past students mentioned appreciating the year and the variety of skills you 
develop despite the intensity and stress of Honours/PGDip or personal life stressors. Three 
students commented:  
 
Take that time to submerge yourself in the topic and just be able to be a thinker and a 
scientist and look at it from so many directions. I found that is the most fun part of the 
process… so just appreciate the process it's so beautiful. (PS06-OR)  
 
The exposure to research was cool, the lab work is fun, and getting into the literature 
is really interesting. Finding those new questions and setting up the skill of thinking in 
the right way, like you can look at something and think “but oh what about this?” 
(PS07-OR)  




I had such a shit year, but also, I still want to come back for more. So I mean if it 
wasn’t shit it would’ve been mind-blowingly awesome, I think it was just the self-
management was a lot harder. (CS09-R2) 
 
One student appreciated the freedom of setting up a research project as well as the duration:  
 
It’s kind of that initial stage, the baby stages of becoming a researcher, and so I think 
for that time it was really cool. I liked how the course was structured, you chose your 
stuff and you knew what you were doing and at the end of the year, you would be 
done. (PS17-OR)  
 
Another past student offered advice for future students when managing their research project, 
ensuring students document their work as they go through the year:  
 
Write down everything you do, because there’s nothing worst to than try to write up 
and remember the concentrations of an antibody or anything like that and you can’t 
find it! Stressing yourself out and then you get asked in your oral exam “what was the 
concentration of this that you used” because you didn’t put it in, it’s a bad look if you 
say “I don’t know.” (PS08-OR) 
 
Current Students 
A total of 90.1% of current students enjoyed the specificity of Honours/PGDip with the 
ability to engage fully in a particular field. One student commented:  
 
There’s a new sense of independence, [it] allowed you to hone in and focus on an area 
of science that you really enjoy. (CS03-R2)  
 
A total of 81.8% of students liked the discovery of new content and discovering what type of 
research they would like to do for the future and being proud of themselves. Two students 
commented: 
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Feeling like you’re being taught what’s known and then realising you’re finding out 
new things, that’s really cool. My uncle said one day “you’re pushing the bounds of 
knowledge” and I was like “wow that’s pretty cool.” (CS06-R2)  
 
I liked actually getting into the lab, hands-on getting to actually experience it, not just 
writing about it. Even last year when you’d do an experiment, you would do a little 
part of it in the lab or something and then you write up all this other stuff and they’d 
do all the rest. Whereas going through the whole process, it’s a sense of 
accomplishment kind of thing. (CS03-R2)  
 
Many (72.7%) current students commented on developing the skills to manage a research 
project and to structure their time effectively in the future. Three students noted:  
 
I think my time management was fine it was just that I didn’t really know what I was 
supposed to be managing my time for. Once things and assignments came up or things 
I had to do, I gave myself ample time, I got them done but it was in the back of my 
head like “oh I was supposed to be starting on this.” I didn’t really know some of 
those things, like a bit more of an awareness of what’s going on. (CS03-R2) 
 
Beginning of the year I would tell myself “things take a lot longer than what you think 
they might, even if it’s just sorting out a single thing in data on excel, it takes forever.” 
(CS07-R2)  
 
Ideally, you want to be treating it like a job, I don’t think in reality that really 
happens. Especially because it’s so flexible you don’t have to be anywhere so it’s 
really easy to just go and grab a coffee or “oh no I’m taking a ‘me’ day” or “oh let’s 
go to the beach instead.” (CS09-R2)  
 
One current student shared how the experiences of doing their own research has made them 
excited for further research and collaborations with different researchers:  
 
I’m really excited to move overseas and work with people that are just so incredibly 
smart and just learn from them. And then also collaborate with other universities, 
that’s really exciting. (CS06-R2) 




Another student emphasised their motivation to continue researching when things get hard. 
They are one of the first in their family to come to University. Motivation for them comes 
from making their family proud and being a role model for their younger family members:  
 
Every time he [grandad] talks to me he’s just like “I’m so proud of you, you’re going 
to get your PhD, you’re going to travel the world” like he’s so buzzed. So a lot of the 
time I would facetime them or mum and dad and they would be like “I’m sure you’re 
doing fine, we’re so proud of you” and sometimes I’m like “no I can’t do it” but other 
times I was like “okay but I have to do it.” Also on my dad’s side of the family, my 
older cousins haven’t exactly been good, so I’m the first one on that side to do the 
University thing. My granny on that side is so stoked, she said “I’m coming to your 
grad” and she’s just so buzzed, absolutely buzzed, and it’s cool for my younger 
cousins on that side as well… so yeah that is definitely a push for me. (CS09-R2)  
 
Future Students 
All (100%) future students were looking forward to finding out what research is, the skills 
you can develop and where the experience would take them for the future. Two students 
commented: 
 
I want the experience and to see what research is like. (FS01-OR) 
 
Maybe I can find out in Honours about what kind of research I want to get into 
because I feel like I just know nothing about everything. Even when I tell you “hey I 
like this topic” maybe once I really get into the lab it might be an entirely different 
thing. (FS05-OR)  
 
One student commented on their main priority being just getting into Honours/PGDip and 
using the experience to figure out if research is for them and where they could go in the 
future:  
 
I’m going to take it slow, maybe after that, I want to continue further, I honestly don’t 
know. All I want at the moment is to get into postgrad and learn and just figure out my 
options from there. (FS03-OR)  




4.6.2 DEVELOPMENT AND APPLICATION OF 
SKILLS 
 
During undergraduate study, students are learning with a structured timetable of classes they 
have chosen out of both interests and academic requirements for their course. They learn 
many skills such as effective studying techniques, lab skills, decision making and networking. 
If a student does postgraduate study, half their year is comprised of papers, so they still have 
these aspects and skills of undergraduate study. Participants within this study note that doing 
a year of research imparts students with more skills such as time management, stress 
management and independence. Additionally, they have the ability to hone previous skills 
from undergraduate study and master them (Table 20).  
 
Table.20 Development and application of skills 
 








Development and application of 
new skills 
14 (93.3) 9 (81.8) 3 (60) 26 (83.9) 
Independence  10 (66.7) 8 (72.7) 2 (40) 20 (64.5) 
Knowing what to do and how to 
do it  
14 (93.3) 8 (72.7) 3 (60)  25 (80.6) 
Networking  4 (26.7) - - 4 (12.9) 
Lab skills  10 (66.7) 3 (27.3) - 13 (41.9)  
  
Past Students 
A total of 93.3% of students found that Honours and PGDip changed the way they learn and 
take in content. Students developed skills they were able to adapt for a potential career, 
further study or just in general for their everyday life. Three students commented:  
 
I think last year made me a strong, independent researcher and it gave me insight into 
critical thinking, criticising academic papers, and the nuances of research… and it 
gave me a passion for presenting. (PS01-OR)  
 
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 
99 
The thinking skills, there’s a long way to go but looking back, the beginning of 
honours year was like wow and I can think a little more independently now… 
confidence in science is what I gained. (PS07-OR)  
 
It gave me a lot of the necessary skills to think through how to structure a project, how 
to do research, conduct research, what kind of literature to look for, how to find 
what’s relevant and what isn’t relevant. (PS17-OR)  
 
Some (33.3%) past students expressed how the skills they learnt prepared them for further 
study particularly setting them up to confidently navigate their PhD. One student commented: 
 
It helps to have the base lab skills and how to do the base things so you can walk into 
a PhD feeling a bit more confident because you know your way around things. 
Especially staying in the same lab, with the same people and the same equipment, it’s 
quite an easy transition process. (PS08-OR)  
 
However, 13.3% of students did not find Honours helpful for their skill development, 
describing the opposite, with their experiences damaging their already developed skill set. 
Two students noted:  
 
None of the skills that I learned last year help me this year. I think last year really 
degraded my confidence so coming into this year I needed to take it slow and build 
back a level of confidence in my intellectual abilities. (PS06-OR)  
 
Last year didn’t go so well and I did want to learn different things and I felt last year I 
did lose quite a few skills. (PS10-OR)  
 
One past student emphasised seeking out developing skills over finding the right research 
topic in order to cultivate what they would need later on and for their mental wellbeing during 
their Honours year:  
 
When you’re focused on seeking out attainable skills or attainable things, that helps 
with your mental health because you don’t feel overburdened, you’re not there to 
solve cancer. (PS17-OR)  




Many (72.7%) past students also learnt how to ask for help and the places in which they could 
seek it out. One student commented:  
 
It definitely taught me how to sort information out or seek it out and use the tools you 
have available. We have all our [academic faculty] and I’m not afraid to go up and 




A total of 81.8% students developed skills in Honours/PGDip that they had base knowledge 
from with their undergraduate studies, and appreciated that it could be translated for further 
study and research. Three students commented:  
 
Literature-based skills, research, and writing, condensing, editing, time management, 
and working through things yourself. And then also having that collaboration type 
thing with your supervisors. (CS01-R2)  
 
I think being able to give talks was quite good. A lot of the assignments and my lab 
group stuff [was] giving presentations, because before I wasn’t really confident in that 
and we’d never had the chance to do that. Also learning the lab techniques was 
valuable because, I mean, if I ever want to go back and do research it’s like I have the 
skills now. (CS02-R2) 
 
Honours helps you cultivate the skills to get into that career pathway to find the 
transition easier and to be a better researcher when you’re in there. Not saying that 
an undergrad couldn’t learn that stuff themselves but it would just be a lot harder. 
(CS07-R2)  
 
Many (72.7%) of students also found skills developing from managing their own research 
project for the first time. Having a different experience from undergraduate studying where 
students are primarily given instructions, to self-directing a research project. Four students 
commented:  
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I reckon probably having to come up with my own ideas for the research with the way 
I wanted it to head down, because my supervisor did give me an idea but they were 
just like, “you decide what you need to do.” Thinking for myself was probably the 
hardest skill. (CS02-R1)  
 
Developing your own research skills, the whole writing side of it. I feel confident now 
sifting through the literature and finding the important parts and linking it to the 
discussion, while still being relevant. How to set all that kind of stuff up and then also 
all those skills that I would have never had. (CS03-R2)  
 
Time management, communicating your views and opinions, and then also working in 
a team and asking for help and feeling like it’s okay to ask for help from your peers 
and things. (CS06-R2)  
 
Problem-solving, encountering software issues and working through them like “I 
don’t have an option I’ve got to get through this”… we did a lot [of] presenting, a lot 
of public speaking, even though it was just to the class, learning how to summarize 
research and present it to others in a way that makes it interesting. (CS10-R2)  
 
One student, of the 11current students, sought out skills rather than focusing on the research 
project in order to craft herself for future job opportunities and research:  
 
I went into the project like “I don’t really mind what I do for my project, what I want 
for my future is to learn techniques that are sought after”…I want to be able to bring 
other things to the table. So a lot of the project was less about making a good Honours 
than it was making a good researcher, and then hopefully the Honours project ended 
up good along the way. (CS07-R2)  
 
A total of 72.7% of students attributed their skill development to the environment that 
research is conducted in, learning from their supervisors, lab group and academic peers. Three 
students commented: 
 
My writings definitely improved, incredibly. I guess I learnt time management from my 
supervisor and how to hold yourself in a discussion. (CS06-R2)  




I feel like the most important skills that I developed were more the development of a 
protocol for a project, so being like “hey I want to study this, now how are we actually 
going to study that.” Also networking, asking the right questions, finding the right 
people and I suppose you could say self-learnt but 100% cultivated by other people. 
(CS07-R2)  
 
4.6.3  COVID-19 INTERRUPTIONS  
 
The world-wide pandemic of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-
2), named COVID-19 by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2020a), arrived in New 
Zealand (NZ) with the first case reported on the 28th of February 2020. The government 
announced a 4-tiered alert level system that to help combat the virus, beginning on the 21st of 
March 2020. Students within the course were impacted due to restrictions put in place by the 
government such as social distancing, which impacts teaching lab techniques, teaching and 
protocols. New Zealand went into alert level-4 lockdown where they were asked to self-
isolate at home from the 25th of March until the 27th of April when the country moved to level 
3. Students were at the beginning stages of their Honours and PGDip course and were asked 
to study/work from home. Students discussed how this impacted them and thei postgraduate 
experience (Table 21).  
 
Table.21 COVID-19 Interruptions 
 








COVID-19 Interruptions 9 (60) 11 (100)  1 (20) 21 (67.7) 
Positive  4 (26.7) 6 (54.5) - 10 (32.3) 
Negative 8 (53.3) 11 (100)  1 (20)  20 (64.5) 
Changes to projects  2 (13.3) 6 (54.5) - 8 (25.8) 
Missing social aspect - 4 (36.4) - 4 (12.9) 
 
  




COVID impacted 40% of students that continued studying particularly with delaying projects 
and restarting lab experiments. Two students commented:  
 
Not certain about when we’re going to start the project… I’m okay I’m not in a rush 
and I do keep in touch with supervisors and people but I’m not stressed about it. 
(PS11-OR)  
 
COVID meant I had to start [my project] again. So rather than just picking up where I 
left off, I have to basically start from scratch in a smaller time period, which is a bit of 
a nuisance, now I’m 6 months behind where I want to be. (PS09-OR)  
 
However, one past student commented that despite the delay within their project it gave them 
a break that they would not have otherwise not gotten:  
 
I think COVID lockdown pushed everything back a couple months so we lost 2 or 2 ½ 
months in the lab but now I’m just regathering that and it’s full-on in there, almost up 
to where we want to be… then again I suppose that’s what I enjoyed about the COVID 
lockdown because I just sat there on the couch and just played PlayStation and 
watched tv, doing very minimal. (PS08-OR)  
 
Another student missed out on travelling, which typically happens with further research after 
Honours and PGDip, and although disheartened they understood the circumstances: 
 
I won an award to go present my research [overseas] and then COVID hit and that 
didn’t get to happen and I was super upset…I went crying to my other supervisor and 
they gave me a big hug and was just so nice about it. (PS15-OR)  
 
Current students 
COVID-19 caused a change in 54.5% of students’ projects as the University had to adhere to 
social distancing protocols, so certain techniques could not be taught, or particular things 
needed for projects could not be ordered as restrictions were put on overseas shipments 
needed for experiments. Two students commented:  
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I think my expectations were met but at the same time no, but it’s not really anyone’s 
fault it’s just because of the lockdown. I was meant to do [lab work] but I can’t now 
but that’s okay. (CS02-R1) 
 
I would’ve loved to do my original project. (CS09-R2)  
 
Other current students (36.4%) had minimal changes to their projects but were under a lot 
more pressure due to loss of time. Two students noted:  
 
With COVID and everything, it pushed research back a bit and I had a shit tonne of 
analysis [that] didn’t even get included in the thesis. There were experiments that 
didn’t get included because [of] timing. (CS03-R2)  
 
Nothing has changed really with my project, I’m a lot more under time pressure and I 
won’t be able to do [lab work] on my own but that’s ok, hopefully I’ll do that later on 
in my studies. (CS06-R1) 
 
There were some positives that came from completing their literature reviews during 
lockdown and when compared to the other cohorts this was a major advantage for completing 
their thesis on time. Two students commented:  
 
If this year hadn’t been COVID year I don’t know how I would’ve coped at all with 
the Anatomy deadlines. (CS07-R2)  
 
I’m glad that lockdown happened when it did happen because that was the most 
assignment heavy part so I had time to focus on my work. (CS11-R2)  
 
Some current students (63.6%) had difficulty adjusting to the varying alert levels and being 
home for lockdown, altering their motivation. One student noted:  
 
We transitioned and then we went into lockdown, which didn’t help, but It was good. 
Took a bit of adjusting at first because I study in Dunedin and I come home for 
summers, so my body’s very used to, ‘if I’m at home, I’m on holiday’… So trying to 
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keep in that mindset of ‘I’ve got to be writing my thesis, I’ve got to be working.’ 
(CS10-R2)  
 
All (100%) students also commented on how different their year was because of COVID but 
adjusted and continued their year normally. One student commented:  
 
I think it would’ve been better without COVID. It’s a little bit hard to tell how it 
would’ve gone if things had been normal, but yeah I think at the beginning of the year 
I was a little bit overwhelmed with everything. (CS01-R2)  
 
A major thing current students missed out on due to COVID was the social side of Honours 
and PGDip. Some (36.4%) students mentioned how they missed the social aspect of the 
course. Two students commented:  
 
I haven’t been able to really get to know most of them because of COVID but we’re 
planning on having a BYO when we get back. (CS01-R1)  
 
If COVID hadn’t had hit when it did when we’d only known each other like 2 weeks or 
so, I feel like we would’ve actually started going out for like BYO’s and stuff like that 
when it was earlier in the year and there wasn’t the stress of this. After COVID 
finished and everything, no one was really coming in because people were still at 
home doing their work there instead. And then once people did finally come in it was 
getting closer to the end of the year and people were stressing out and it was like “oh 
god.” (CS03-R2)  
 
Future Students 
The final year of future students were impacted, but students could not comment on COVID 
directly impacting their Honours and PGDip experiences thus far. However, one student 
mentioned the possibility of COVID returning and it impacting her future Honours year. One 
student noted:  
 
I’m on the fence a bit because half of me is like if COVID stuff is still continuing I 
don’t know if I would be better off taking a year off and not committing to Honours 
being in and out of campus. (FS02-OR)  




Summary of Part 6. The Research Component  
The most valuable lesson students expressed from conducting their own research project was 
the importance of staying motivated within their study. They emphasized that in keeping up 
the momentum, this relieves stressors that come from the high workload and time restrictions. 
Students comment on changing the way they learn and take in content from memorizing to 
understanding. They also mentioned how the skills are easily transferrable for further studies. 
COVID-19 impacted students in both positive and negative ways.  
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4.7 PART 7. FUTURE CAREERS  
 
A question that students are frequently asked in their Honours and PGDip year is “what are 
you doing next?” Some know the answer while others are unsure. As Honours and PGDip is 
an introduction to research and the nuances behind research, some students will continue 
studying for a Masters or PhD. Other students discover job opportunities available for 
postgraduate students or industry contacts. Participants were asked if they knew what their 
next step was and if the Department should help them get there (Table 22).  
 
Table.22 What happens after Honours/PGDip? 
 








What to do after Honours  15 (100) 11 (100) 5 (100) 31 (100)  
Academia 6 (40) 5 (45.5) - 11 (35.5) 
Industry  6 (40) 2 (18.2) - 8 (25.8) 
Entry into a professional 
programme 
4 (26.7) 5 (45.5) 2 (40) 11 (35.5) 
Masters or PhD 12 (80) 9 (81.8) 2 (40)  23 (74.2) 
Research  15 (100)  5 (45.5) 3 (60)  23 (74.2) 
Job opportunities   10 (66.7) 9 (81.8) 3 (60)  22 (70.9) 
Study somewhere else  2 (13.3) 3 (27.3) - 5 (16.1) 
Take a break from study  2 (13.3) 2 (18.2) - 4 (12.9) 
Work after Honours  9 (60) 3 (27.3) - 12 (38.7) 
Help from the Department on 
deciding  
9 (60) 6 (54.5) 4 (80)  19 (61.3) 
Recommendation on support  4 (26.7) 3 (27.3) - 7 (22.6) 
 
Past Students  
Eighty percent of students were unsure of what do to after Honours or how to use their 
degree. Two students commented:  
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At the time of my honours, I just didn’t know. I don't really have any goals, I don't 
want to do a PhD and I kind of thought that that was it and that's all I was going to 
get out of my honours. (PS01-OR)  
 
That’s the struggle and that’s the bigger broader question of us being really bad at 
thinking about an abstract future. And then getting to the end and being like “now 
what am I going to do?” It’s something that everyone knows but it’s not something 
you have to face. (PS02-OR) 
 
Other students (66.7%) were using Honours as a means to discover what they wanted to do 
with science and finding out that there were other avenues that did not involve further study. 
Two students commented:  
 
If you had asked me a month ago I would’ve said “I’m finding a PhD programme and 
I’m going for it, anywhere in the world!” But now I’m going to get a job in industry, I 
don’t actually want to do a PhD straight away unless it’s exactly what I want. (PS02-
OR)  
 
I’ve found that I do like lab-based work so hopefully working in a hospital… I’m 
constantly looking and constantly applying and having interviews but no luck so far. 
(PS13-OR)  
 
A few (13.3%) students found science jobs after their Honours/PGDip year, sought by 
actively searching themselves. Two students commented:  
 
I work as a [lab technician]. It’s mean and I feel like I actually use my undergrad and 
now I get to use a bit of my postgrad as well! Especially all the skills you learn in 
postgrad, you get to use all of them… it’s such a fluke I’ve never heard of it [getting a 
job] off the bat in science, you always end up in research so I was like “oh my god!” 
(PS03-OR)  
 
I’m a [job title]. I just applied through I think it was Seek? They pretty much saw that 
I had a Science degree and then they saw Anatomy and they’re like “double cool.” 
(PS04-OR)  




Sixty percent of past students found that they weren’t given sufficient information on how to 
use their degree, what careers are available to them, and what help they can receive from the 
Department or University in order to get a job after Honours/PGDip. Now that they are in the 
‘real world’ they understand what skill sets are required and offer advice to the Department to 
impart students with them. Three students commented:  
 
I think that one thing they should explain to you is that there are Science jobs out 
there, but you need to have these particular skills. The only science jobs that I know 
are in labs and labs require you to have these specific skills or at least an 
understanding of them. So the only way you’d know that is if you did a biomedical 
degree or a med-lab degree but they [Anatomy] never said that. They should be 
offering that to the basic Anatomy degree because if you’re going to study Anatomy 
you’re probably wanting to get a Science job so you should know how to use a 
microtome and an embedder and basic stains. (PS03-OR)  
 
I was talking to a friend who also did a Masters in Commerce last year and all of them 
go into placement at the end of their Masters with a company. They apply for a 
placement and a company and then they have that for 18 months and then they’re 
guaranteed a job there afterwards. So he’s working at the treasury now and he’s like 
“this is my dream job and I’m just going to work my way up” and I’m like “that would 
be amazing if we had something like that!” Even if they set up something like an 
internship programme and you could go and sit an internship at the hospital or 
something. (PS04-OR) 
 
I didn’t feel like I was supported at the end of Honours. I know that with Nursing they 
have after you graduate, 1 year as an intern. So I was talking to someone and they had 
some sort of support afterwards but then from there it’s a free for all, you can find a 
new job or interview to get a permanent job there or whatever. That’s what I heard 
Nursing does. I didn’t feel like I was supported career-wise but maybe it’s because of 
me because I didn’t ask, I know the facilities were there but I didn’t know where to 
look for it. (PS13-OR)  
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Other past students (20%) found that they were too focused on completing their research to 
focus on the next step and were only confronted when asked about what they were going to 
do. One student commented: 
 
You get narrow-minded, talking to other people who are doing other things are like “I 
have to apply for a job by October or else I won’t get it in my field” and it’s like 
“that’s probably the same for us but we just don’t know because we’re so focused on 
finishing.” (PS04-OR)  
 
One student, of the 15 past students, commented on staying in academia for too long, being 
too far removed from the ‘real world’ and not being able to find work afterwards:  
 
With academia having its own agenda I would’ve been walled off from the real world 
for longer. A good quote is that 'academia can prevent you from seeing what is 
happening until you can no longer resist the truth that it’s happening and it comes too 
sudden and you’re forced into suffering,' but that’s when you confront reality and you 
get out of a PhD and you’re like “oh wow there’s no jobs for me.” (PS02-OR)  
 
A total of 26.7% of past students offered recommendations for supporting students after 
Honours, such as providing internships, particularly with finding science jobs. One student 
commented:  
 
I would hope that there would be internships because all the different jobs say “need 
experience” but I’ve got no experience! I’ve got some in my graduate year but nothing 
in terms of like an actual workplace, or experience in that, and so it’s hard because 
they’re like “oh at least 5 years” or “some experience” or something like that. So 
maybe an internship would be good because I definitely feel lost. (PS13-OR)  
 
Current students 
When asked about their available career options and what they might do afterwards 54.5% of 
students expressed how they were unsure of what do to or what their career options were. 
Two students noted:  
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No clue what jobs I can get which is why I probably am carrying on with a PhD, I 
don’t really have a clue what there is out there! That’s why it was so beneficial in the 
first few weeks I was in the lab and [PhD student] was next to me and I was talking 
about what they were planning on doing, and they were explaining, “most research 
occurs at universities and stuff and you go through…”, explaining all the different 
areas I was like “oh okay well.” (CS03-R2)  
 
Other than research nah, maybe working for pharmaceutical companies or something 
like that but not much really. That’s one thing that’s a bit difficult it’s like there [are] 
only really a few pathways that you can go down, well it feels like there are only a few 
pathways that you can go down. (CS06-R2)  
 
However, 45.5% of students knew their options for after they had finished their year and had 
support from their supervisors on how to make the decision. One student commented:  
 
I guess there’s your academic pyramid scheme which I’m not super into… I wouldn’t 
hate lecturing but I just don’t think that I want to be a PI. I could really see myself 
going and working for [NZ organisations] or hitting the industry up and just helping 
solve a problem that someone has already decided needs to be solved. (CS09-R2)  
 
Some (27.3%) current students thought that there needed to be more support for students on 
what their available options are after Honours, other than research. One student commented: 
 
The Department should really emphasize your options and that would provoke thought 
in someone’s head and if that interests them, they could go and chat with their 
supervisors or something. But yeah I definitely think it should start at the Department 
level. (CS06-R2) 
 
One student found that although they did not enjoy aspects of research, they now understood 
the nuances behind it and would look at the specific type of research they do enjoy for the 
future:  
 
I’ve definitely discovered that I really enjoyed the data analysis and putting together 
my results and discussion aspect of Honours. I didn’t so much enjoy the background 
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research literature-based stuff, which is part of all research. I prefer to read into 
things purely because I’m interested, not being “ooh I need to get more data on this 
specific thing.” So I’m not sure that I’d do a fully research-based postgraduate degree 
but I’d definitely look into doing a kind of a practical, lab skills-based or professional 
programme based postgraduate study. (CS10-R2)  
 
Future Students 
Eighty percent of students described using the Honours/PGDip course as a way to discover 
what they want to do as a career. One student noted:  
 
I know I want to keep doing research but I just don’t really know what’s available 
afterwards. (FS02-OR)  
 
Similarly, one of the 5 future students noted the various career options that they already knew 
about and emphasised using the Honours/PGDip course to decide on what route to take:  
 
I think the main reason is that I am not entirely sure what direction I want my life to 
take yet, and doing an honours year will open doors rather than closing them. After 
honours, I can still do a professional programme, or I can get a job, or I can go 
further in research, so there are more opportunities, and I get a year to think about 
what I enjoy and procrastinate making any big decisions. (FS01-OR)  
 
4.7.1  CAREER DIRECTION  
 
A lot of students study their chosen topics because they love it, they do not particularly know 
what jobs are available or when to start crafting their degree for a job. The overwhelming 
responses of students worrying about a job during their Honours and PGDip reflect this. The 
majority use this year to start that craftsmanship.  
 
Past Students 
A few (13.3%) students expressed how they studied topics that they loved without a career in 
mind. One student commented:  
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I wouldn’t say I studied for a job, I studied for the interest. (PS15-OR) 
 
Sixty percent of students wanted more information from the Department and more help from 
supervisors with contacting various locations of employment. They knew what jobs were out 
there, but did not know how to get in contact. One student commented:  
 
I think maybe having a careers day. Because I’m sure they have connections to labs, 
like private ones, or industry and they can have people come in to meet the honours 
students, because it’s awkward having to ask lecturers like “oh do you know people 
that I can talk to” especially if they think you’re going to keep studying with them, 
yeah but they don’t tell us at all. (CS02-R2)  
 
However, 26.7% of past students did not know what to do after Honours/PGDip or what was 
available. They expressed that the Department needed to be more explicit with information 
and support services. Two students noted:  
 
The Department needs to communicate what happens after the degree, that’s 
important if you are planning on publishing, knowing that there are bursaries and that 
support. The other thing is that Honours can become the first year of your Masters 
and you can just do the second year of your Masters after that. (PS02-OR)  
 
In the end, I’m like “okay I have an Anatomy degree, what the heck can I get?” And I 
even talked about it with my supervisors and they’re like “the worlds your oyster” and 
it would help to know if there were certain pathways like you could go and do this, 
because of your science degree in Anatomy you might have a year off or whatever, go 
work in a Hospital. Just knowing paths of where you could go would be quite nice I 
suppose rather than just “yeah you’re out on the field now.” (PS04-OR)  
 
Many (86.7%) past students knew what they wanted to do for a career after Honours from 
learning the various aspects of research and what particular areas they enjoyed the most. Two 
students commented:  
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I’m going to get a job [in the industry] and do that for a while and then notice enough 
patterns and know enough people to go and start my own company, but yeah that’s 
what I want to do. (PS02-OR)  
 
I didn’t really know what I wanted to do, especially at the beginning of the year, I was 
like, "do I even like research?" But then it was like "yeah I like what I’m doing, I 
really get along with my supervisor, I see this as a future” so I was like, “might as 
well go for it." (PS07-OR)  
 
Current students 
Over half (54.5%) of current students wanted to know what their options were after 
University and attribute their lack of knowledge to their undergraduate experience not 
showing them. Because students are unsure of their employment opportunities, they express 
wanting to know what their options are during their postgraduate experience. Three students 
commented: 
 
I honestly feel like the biggest thing I missed out on through University was knowing 
what careers are actually out there! I didn’t go to any career person or anything like 
that so that’s probably on me but it should be very explicit what you should be able to 
go into because so many people I still speak to are clueless about what they’re doing 
after this year, no clue what they’re doing! (CS03-R2)  
 
I don’t think undergrads have any idea on what to do and I feel like its partially 
because the University wants them to keep studying and they don’t really tell you. 
(CS02-R2)  
 
I 100% want to know options because if you don’t continue with research it just feels 
like you get left behind. (CS06-R2)  
 
One current student offered a recommendation of what the undergraduate experience should 
offer to students. The student noted the importance of receiving this information in 
undergraduate study, to ensure that their postgraduate experience shapes their career and is 
not another avenue of uncertainty: 
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It would be so nice to just have, at the very start or halfway through or even towards 
the end of undergrad, just a lecture showing you “okay, here’s what you’ve currently 
got, you’re about to have a Bachelor of Science, here’s where you could do with it, 
here’s what you could continue doing study wise if you wanted to.” I guess they say 
that when they do all those courses like “oh you can go into anything with a Bachelor 




Forty percent of students wanted more information about what happens after their 
Honours/PGDip year from the Department as the information they received was from other 
students. One student noted:  
 
Even just an email outlining what actually happens after postgrad because again at 
least I know what’s involved but then I’ve had to tell some other people like “oh you 
do this, and you do this, you’re not going to go straight to a PhD after undergrad,” 
and so I felt lucky that I at least knew but then I still feel like I didn’t know that much. 
(FS02-OR)  
 
Summary Part 7. Future Careers  
Collectively, students are typically unsure what happens after their degree and would like 
more information from the Department. Students are either using Honours/PGDip to discover 
their career options or using it to find connections to career options such as the Industry. 
Altogether, students wanted the Department to be more explicit with available support 
services and critiqued undergraduate study for not showing them already. Career information 
came primarily from other students and participants within the study would like it to come 
from the Department or University for reliability.  
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4.8 DIFFERENCES ACROSS AND WITHIN THE COHORTS 
 
 
Figure 3. Current Students Interview Differences. Comparison of the current interviews conducted twice 
throughout the year, in the first semester at the beginning of their research projects and after they handed 
in their thesis in November  
 
Figure 3 (above) demonstrates the frequency of words mentioned throughout interviews with 
the current cohort of students. The larger the word appears the more it was discussed. As the 
beginning interviews took place in the first semester while most students had assignments for 
various papers, their interviews reflected their concerns about grades, workload, supervisors, 
their project and how to appropriately assign time to everything. The first round of interviews 
were also shadowed with uncertainties, preparation and excitement about conducting research 
for the first time. The second round of interviews were conducted in November when students 
had completed their thesis and were looking at what to do now that their Honours and PGDip 
year had come to an end. The attitudes and concerns that current students had are reflected in 
the growth of words like ‘assignments’ and ‘course’ as students reflect on their year in the 
second interview as well as the absence of words such as ‘stressed’ and ‘struggles’. 
Interestingly ‘support’ was much smaller and ‘questions’, ‘expectations’ and ‘prepared’ 





May – July November 
Timeline of the academic year when interviews took place  




Figure 4. Past and Current Student Interview Comparison. Comparison of the past interviews conducted 
intermittently throughout the year and future student interviews running at the end of the year during 3rd 
year exams   
 
Figure 4 shows the single interviews conducted on the past and future students. Recognisable 
differences are seen as past students are more concerned with skills, further study, work and 
application of the content they have spent a year learning. In comparison, future students are 
more anxious about how their year is going to be, what it will consist of and how they can 
prepare themselves for it. These two groups represent the ‘after’ and ‘before’ stages of the 
Honours and PGDip course. From first glance, the obvious differences were past students 
primarily being concerned with their ‘supervisor’ experience whilst future students are 
focused on ‘grades’. The differences continue with discussion about ‘lecturers’, ‘expectations’ 
and ‘information’ from the future students, in comparison to past students talking about their 







March – May October – start of November 
Timeline of the academic year when interviews took place  
June – September   
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Figure 5. Current and Future Student Interview Similarities. Word frequencies for the first round of 
interviews with current students and interviews with future students.  
 
Figure 5 above demonstrates the word frequencies for the first round of interviews with 
current 400-level students (2020) and interviews with future 400-level students (2021). The 
larger a word appears, the more frequent it has been said throughout the various interviews. 
Results from the first interviews with current students were similar to those experiences of 
interviews with future students, clouded in uncertainty and mystery about the Honours and 
PGDip course. Students were unsure of what to expect, what was expected of them and how 
their year would go. The words ‘honours’ and ‘research’ are equally expressed the most. Both 
cohorts discuss ‘students’, ‘research’, their ‘expectations’ and ‘interests’. With cohort 
differences, although both cohorts used different terminology, they were referring to similar 
topics. Where current students are primarily concerned with ‘assignments’, future students are 
similarly concerned with ‘grades’. Also where current students discuss ‘supervisors’, future 
students talked about their different ‘lecturers’ they were interested in being supervised by. 
Interestingly, current students discussed ‘undergrad’ whereas future students talked about 
‘postgrad’.   
Current Students Future Students 
Round 1 Interview One Interview




Figure 6. Current and Past Student Interview Similarities. Word frequencies for the second round of 
interviews with current students and interviews with past students.  
 
Figure 6 above demonstrates the word frequencies for the second round of interviews with 
current 400-level students (2020) and interviews with past 400-level students (2019). Students 
having experienced the Honours and PGDip course now demonstrate a hindsight view 
looking back on the events throughout the year and their growth because of them.  Both 
cohorts primarily talk about ‘students’, ‘supervisor’ and ‘research’ as well as their ‘project’, 
how ‘different’ their postgraduate experiences were. They also discuss ‘working’ having 
‘finished’ their honours year as well as a reflection on their ‘papers’. Current students discuss 
their ‘assignments’, ‘lectures’ and how ‘stressed’ they were more than the past students. They 
also talk about ‘undergrad’ and ‘change’ where past students do not. Both cohorts discuss 
skills with past students mentioning as ‘presenting’ and ‘communication’, while current 
students discuss ‘writing’ and ‘struggles’ they encountered.  
 
 
Current Students Past Students 
Round 2 Interview One Interview




Chapter 5: Discussion 
This study explored the expectations and experiences of first-time Honours and PGDip 
students across three cohorts, representing past, current, and future students of this course of 
study. Students experience numerous educational transitions throughout their schooling 
guided by institutional implementations that aid in retention, student success, and student 
enjoyment (Prebble et al., 2004; Knox, 2005). The findings presented within this report 
contribute to the literature around student transition (Briggs, Clark & Hall, 2012; Christie et 
al., 2016; Winstone & Hulme, 2019), specifically the transition from undergraduate to 
postgraduate study (O’Donnell et al., 2009; Crisan et al., 2018), which is underrepresented in 
current literature. In addition, it highlights issues that first-time postgraduate students face 
both within the course, and throughout their personal lives, that impact their studies.  
 
5.1 THE COHORT 
 
The present study looked at students studying 400-level Honours or a PGDip in Science, 
specifically in Anatomy, Neuroscience and Biomedical Sciences at the University of Otago, 
New Zealand. There were a total of 31 participants across three diverse cohorts, 
demonstrating the experiences of postgraduate study across three different years. Contrary to 
studies on changing academic identities, that show that transition to postgraduate study is 
marked by considerable changes in identity (Winstone et al., 2020), participants noted 
personal and academic growth throughout the year, learning lessons about both themselves 
and their academic drive, but no shifts within their identity. The similarities within the 
findings suggest that the challenges students encounter as first-time postgraduate students are 
consistently attributable to the course experience and not an individual aspect. Coincidentally, 
many students had personal-life stressors that attributed to difficulties experienced in 400-
level study. Similarly, shared areas that enriched the student experience were found to also 
help students through their academic struggles as well as aiding them through balancing a 
social life as well. Overall the similar experiences of the retrospective, current and prospective 
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cohorts provided themes that are consistent across all the cohorts and are described further 
within the following sections.  
 
5.2 TRANSITION INTO 400-LEVEL POSTGRADUATE 
STUDY 
 
Educational transitions are difficult for students because of the unfamiliar situations they 
expect and encounter. Numerous changes occur within their environment, learning style, 
teaching and within themselves. This study demonstrated that one academic year was 
sufficient for students to adjust to their environment and navigate it effectively, but similar 
transitional issues were still apparent. Transitions such as moving into higher education 
(Bowels et al. 2014) and transitioning into doctoral studies (Dabney et al. 2016) demonstrate 
issues such as cultural shock, financial issues, expectations and performance at a higher level 
(Watts, 2009). The transition into 400-level postgraduate study encompass elements of both 
undergraduate and postgraduate transitional issues, with the added intensity of one academic 
year for students to adjust to the transition. Similar to findings from Watts (2009), students 
are expected to perform at a higher level, whilst being independent with their studies. They 
are also self-directed in their learning but have uncertain expectations in relation to 
assessment requirements and their research projects. Results within the present study support 
these findings, as self-efficacy, independence, and uncertain expectations were areas that 
participants found the most challenging.   
 
Many transitional issues of being in a new academic environment such as feeling lost, 
disappointed, anxious, isolated and stressed (Bean & Eaton, 2002) were counteracted by the 
social environment of Honours and PGDip within the 400-level cohort. Students found 
reassurance in having a shared experience, encountering the same stressors as their peers, so 
do not feel alone in their struggles and find comfort in the similarities of their experiences. 
Students were able to commiserate about assignments together as well as bounce ideas off one 
another. Most of the participants across both past and current cohorts described being with 
like-minded people as one of the best parts about doing Honours. Brake and Kelly (2019) 
demonstrated that a having a professional learning community of like-minded people working 
in a similar field benefited individuals by reducing isolation and creating a supportive, 
resource-rich, collaborative environment. Participants within this study corroborate these 
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findings, appreciating their 400-level postgraduate community as a place of sharing 
knowledge, experience and as a source of emotional support.  
 
5.3 EXPECTATIONS OF THE HONOURS/PGDIP YEAR 
 
Students entered into Honours and PGDip with the expectation of 400-level study being the 
hardest year in their academic life. They had heard stories from other students of the intensity 
and prepared themselves for a rough year. In line with Tobbell et al., (2010) and O’Donnell et 
al., (2008), this may be in part due to the assumption that successful completion of their 
undergraduate qualification has prepared them for the expertise of postgraduate study. The 
stress students experience is then exasperated by the uncertain expectations of Honours and 
PGDip, combined with their limited knowledge on the difficulty of postgraduate study. 
However, contradictory to the findings of Tobbell et al., (2010) and O’Donnell et al., (2008), 
findings within this study demonstrate the assumption of expertise is primarily self-inflicted 
on the students. Supervisors and lectures within the Department encourage students to ask for 
help and seek support in areas they may be struggling in, but participants expressed wanting 
to appear competent and thus do not seek support. In addition, many students expect 
knowledge of postgraduate study should be supplied by their supervisor. In future, students 
should be encouraged to discuss their level of knowledge and areas they may need help in 
with their supervisor, to minimize such assumptions and assist in encouraging help-seeking 
behaviours. 
 
Research has shown that students are motivated to pursue postgraduate study through career-
related aspirations, improving employment prospects or out of personal interest (Mellors-
Bourne, Hooley & Marriott, 2014); and these reasons matched the findings in this study. 
When asked why participants chose to undertake postgraduate study there were three common 
answers: insight into research, uncertainty of a career direction with hopes that the course 
might guide them and increasing their grade point average (GPA) for entrance into a 
professional programme. Other aspirations included continuing their education and having a 
stop-gap before entering permanent employment. The labour market favours students with 
higher skills and professional attributes. A study by Morikawa (2015) showed those with a 
postgraduate degree had a higher employment rate than those with an undergraduate degree, 
as employers are attracted to their increased technical skill range. In addition, the wages of 
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postgraduate students were higher than those who graduated with an undergraduate 
qualification (Morikawa, 2015). This effect is also seen in New Zealand as those with a 
postgraduate degree are more likely to be employed (Mercante & Pok, 2014; Artess et al., 
2014) and earn higher wages (Mercante & Pok, 2014).  
 
Students who aspired to undertake research saw Honours and PGDip as being an introductory 
year to this vocation. These students also intended to progress either into Masters or Doctoral 
studies. Similar to findings from Jespen and Neumann (2010), students were conscious of the 
time commitments of doing a Masters or PhD, and thus the 400-level study presented an 
avenue to fast-track their way to doctoral studies or progress to a 1-year Masters. The research 
project component of the course aims at imparting students with the necessary skills and 
confidence to conduct further research, and the interviews indicate that it succeeds greatly in 
that aspect. Although professionalism is not an explicit goal of the course, 400-level study 
also shows students the occupational value of professionalism in a career, be that research or 
any future job they may aspire to. Aspects of professionalism include time management, good 
communication, responsibility, accountability and handling a high workload (Evetts, 2013). 
Participants saw the course as a ‘taste’ for a career in research and described benefits such as 
the provision of research experience, academic writing and lab skills, connections to the 
industry and professionalism skills.  
 
Another reason participants chose Honours or PGDip study was the uncertainty of ‘real life’ 
creeping up on them and the need to delay that reality through another year of studying. The 
delay also gave students time to articulate their career goals and strive for skills that achieve 
these goals. Participants described most of their tertiary education being done primarily 
focusing on interest and not skill development. The reality of job opportunities and skill 
requirements confronts students at the end of their third year and they perceived needing more 
time to develop and identify beneficial skills. Participants saw the benefit of having a higher 
degree on their CV as well as the additional time to think about and search for various jobs. 
They also mentioned the need for help from the Department in deciding what to do after 
Honours and PGDip as they felt their undergraduate experience had not achieved this, nor was 
it a goal of undergraduate study. This may be reflective of students use – or lack of use – of 
career services offered by the University and thus attribute their lack of knowledge to the 
institution for not providing the information they are known to harbour, rather than to their 
own misgivings of not attending such services. Participants felt that there was not enough 
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information about what to do after their degree, what their career options were and therefore 
needed the course to provide this knowledge. Perhaps the information that the institution 
supplies is not effective in the career choice-making process for students. There is little, if 
any, mention of this in the literature on postgraduate study, yet participants in the present 
study noted it as a key reason for doing Honours/PGDip.   
 
There were a few students that chose to do the course out of necessity in order to gain entry 
into one of the University’s professional programmes. There is a high, competitive entry 
requirement of A to A+ (85 – 100%), as there are limited places in the various programmes, 
particularly for dentistry and medicine. Students look to the postgraduate course to increase 
their GPA and reapply to a professional programme the following year. Past students that 
have chosen postgraduate study to achieve their goal of entering into a professional 
programme have expressed having the advantage of gaining research skills as well as time 
management and the ability to manage a heavy workload. Participants are also introduced to 
research as a career, as many have had their eyes set on a professional programme since 
starting University. The course benefits them by showing alternative career pathways that 
they may otherwise not have given attention. 
 
5.4 PROVISION OF INFORMATION 
 
An overwhelming perceived requirement for the readiness of postgraduate study was students 
need for more information. Contrary to Pratt et al., (1999) who found word-of mouth 
information of postgraduate study to be unreliable, as students believed their institution would 
provide more accurate information, this was an important source of information for students 
in the present study. Participants valued the previous experiences of postgraduate students and 
saw their information as reliable and an honest recount of the course. During their 
undergraduate studies, students have become accustomed to receiving an outline of what they 
need to do and a description of what to expect, usually as a framework of expectations for the 
coming academic year. Sharrock (2000) described students as customers, clients, citizens and 
subjects of an institution. Customers wanting routine information from the faculty, clients in 
need of guidance when choosing a course or reviewing an assignment, and citizens with rights 
in certain institutional decisions and subject to certain obligations such as being deducted 
points with late assignments. As customers and clients, students need all the information they 
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need to make a well-informed decision about the value of their chosen course. Within this 
study, 400-level postgraduate study is very individual and depends on what the students 
project is and what papers they choose, so providing a single outline of what to expect for an 
entire cohort is difficult. Stepping into postgraduate study, students feel the need to craft their 
tertiary experiences into a career and do so with self-efficacy. They have learnt to construct 
their plans using an outline of what to expect provided by their Department and many struggle 
with the uncertainties and thus request more information. These findings are in line with 
Hesketh and Knight (1999) who found that most institutions do not provide adequate 
information that best suits a student’s needs. The findings also support recommendations by 
Mellors-Borne, Hooley and Marriott (2014), stating that institutions should aim to provide 
consistent, up-to-date course-specific information content to assist students in their decision-
making process.   
 
Participants that received clear expectations of both the project, and the year as whole, had a 
perceived increase in independence and self-efficacy than those who did not. These 
participants maintained a higher level of communication with their supervisor and were less 
stressed about the uncertainties of their project. Without the stress of uncertainty, participants 
were also able to perform better as they were confident in what they were doing and when to 
do it. This compares to those who did not receive that same level of information about their 
project or given timelines. These participants were often more stressed, had less 
communication with their supervisor and felt a higher level of expectation within their study. 
 
5.5 PRELIMINARY LECTURES  
 
Studies have shown that a good induction to postgraduate study has a positive outcome for 
students (Symons, 2011) by reducing the fear of the uncertainties, introducing students to the 
Department and equipping them with information on support services they can use throughout 
the year. The preliminary lectures for Honours and PGDip introduce the 400-level students to 
their first year of postgraduate study and what the Department thinks students need to know. 
Participant criticisms of the preliminary lectures were the timing and the information 
provided. The lectures were held in the second week of the academic year while some 
students had classes for other papers, so were unable to attend due to clashes. In addition, 
some of the information in the preliminary lectures, such as statistics, were not of use to 
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students until they were well into their research project. Thus students requested the lectures 
be moved into the middle of the year or recommended having a refresher lecture mid-year. 
They also requested more relevant project information such as statistical programming 
workshops and information on word count and thesis structure. Another recommendation by 
participants students was to have past 400-level students teach the preliminary lectures as they 
were more relatable and honest with their previous knowledge of the course.  
 
Students who chose not to attend the preliminary lectures mentioned that they should be 
compulsory for all students and wanted to be made to go. They saw the benefits from students 
that did attend and regretted their absence. This is a similar theme for student support services 
as well - many students knew of various support systems but failed to access them. They saw 
optional attendance as an unnecessary use of their time, even if they were informed that it 
would help them or make their studies easier. Past students and end of year interviews with 
current students described their regrets for not accessing more support. They offered their 
perspectives and advice to future students to access support and attend informative lectures 
despite having been told the same thing and not doing it themselves. It seems, at least for 
many of the participants in this study, that students can only be told what is of use to them by 
themselves or their peers, and they fail to listen to suggestions by academics regardless of 
helpful advice and warnings. Perhaps this is due to achieving well in undergraduate study 
without attending additional informative sessions that were not enforced. Another possibility 
is that listening to the advice of lectures and supervisors is not a reality for students because 
they see them as being so far removed from the experience themselves. This may also be why 
participants request past students who had just finished the course because they are closer in 
their recent experiences. This problem is one that requires further research in motivation to 
access resources, and student expectations of support services. 
 
5.6 DIFFERENCES FROM UNDERGRADUATE STUDY 
 
One major difference to undergraduate study that participants described was being treated as a 
colleague rather than a (undergraduate) student. The findings within this study agree with 
Thomas (2014), who demonstrated how a student’s sense of belonging to an institution 
influences their academic engagement, success and positive experiences with learning. 
Students described feeling appreciated for their thoughts and ideas as an individual, rather 
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than as a collective of nameless students, but understood that that experience accompanies the 
transition from a class of a few hundred, to a class of 5 or 6. Students were excited at knowing 
lecturers personally and having regular interactions with them. They also found joy in 
attending Departmental seminars and morning teas, feeling like they were a part of the 
Department and discovering a new sense of belonging.  
 
A common appreciation for postgraduate study is that students feel they are learning 
important information and skills instead of memorising facts. 400-level assignments are more 
specific and individual compared to undergraduate assignments, and require in depth 
interpretations of a topic. This allows students to be creative in how they interpret the topic 
and present their findings. Participants describe having to delve into assignments more than 
they would in undergraduate study, aided by having a smaller classroom that encouraged 
discussions. In addition, students felt lecturers in 400-level teach the topics with a greater 
passion because they are more invested, as most of the topics relate to their personal research. 
Participants also understand that the enjoyment of having freedom with their assignments can 
occur in postgraduate study with a smaller classroom, unlike their undergraduate experience 
where assignments have to be applicable to hundreds of students. They describe this as being 
the reason for having a more generic assignment with less specificity. When asked how their 
enjoyment of postgraduate assignments could be applied to undergraduate assignments, 
participants unanimously said it was not possible. The smaller classroom encourages group 
discussions and interactivity between students with the added benefit of having a student’s 
personal perspective on the topic at hand. Undergraduate assignments may be able to capture 
the same essence in their assignments but because there are so many students, it is much more 
difficult to get everybody’s view on the topic. Students new sense of perceived value came 
from contributing their thoughts on the assignment. Current students preferred postgraduate 
assignments to undergraduate stressing that they were learning as opposed to memorizing. 
Some current and future students said that there needed to be more detailed descriptions for 
the papers including timing of assessments and timetabling of classes.  
 
5.7 STUDY HABITS  
 
A study habit is a technique a student employs to dedicate scheduled and un-interrupted time 
to a learning task (Rabia et al., 2017). Study habits are consistent and become conventional as 
CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS 
 
128 
a result of long application or practice (Onubugwu, 1990). Good study habits include: being 
organised, keeping good notes, reading textbooks and working every day. They also reduce 
wastage of energy and time. Bad study habits include skipping class and not doing work 
(Verma, 2016). Some participants within the study stated that they had good study habits that 
had taught them the importance of structuring their time and balancing their study with 
various external commitments. These students usually complete undergraduate assignments a 
few days, sometimes weeks, before they are due, constructing their essays and delving into 
the assessment requirements in a meticulous manner. One of the negative aspects of 
postgraduate study for them came from the time restrictions of assignments. Instead of having 
a month to do an assignment, postgraduate study gave them a week, maybe less, whilst 
working on their thesis to complete the assessment requirements. Their stress came from their 
past ability to stay ahead of assignments and always be on top of their studies. In postgraduate 
study these students finished assignments on time, sometimes with an extension which was 
something new for many of them. In addition, these students described a ‘lack of information’ 
with assessments. They are used to have guidelines and ticking all the boxes as they complete 
their assignments and thus they struggled with the freedom of some of the assignments.  
 
Another group of past and current students were inherently academically capable, with the 
ability to apply their intelligence appropriately, and throughout their undergraduate study, 
relied on their ability to complete an assignment the night before and still attain a good grade 
for it. This is a difficult habit to break and leads to high stress in postgraduate study, 
particularly with time management. As described above, undergraduate assignments generally 
give students around a month to do individual assessments. This is in stark contrast to 
postgraduate assessments being a week apart with multiple things due within the week. These 
students struggle with the high workload and time restrictions but also see their development 
of effective time and workload strategies as being one of the greatest benefits from doing the 
Honours/PGDip course. They have developed good study habits through a pattern of steady 
behaviour which had led them to achieve their goals (Ogbodo, 2010). There are many 
academic skills that undergraduate study aims at teaching students and typically, they do so 
successfully. Bad study habits are not the fault of the curriculum but of the students who find 
ways to effectively work the system to fit their behaviours and goals. If a study habit works, 
they continue. If it does not, they learn. Unfortunately, these students experience more stress 
in comparison to students who go into postgraduate study with good study habits, but perhaps 
it is the only way they could learn.  




5.8 THE RESEARCH COMPONENT  
 
The research component of Honours and PGDip is a chance for many students to carry out 
their first research project. It is relatively independent, but supervisors provide guidance for 
the students, demonstrating how the different elements of research work. Participants 
appreciated the control they had over what they were learning and the confidence that 
managing their own research project gave them. A few past students emphasized asking for 
help and direction in order to stay motivated while a current student mentioned that their 
motivation came from being the first in their family to do postgraduate study and how 
important it was for them to be a role model for younger family members. Past and current 
students commented on the variety of skills that Honours/PGDip teaches, both with how they 
study and how to effectively manage their time. This is emphasized in the past group by 
students who have continued studying a Masters or PhD. Students also learnt how to ask for 
help and the various support services available to them, while some discovered how to access 
the support. All participants noted a sense of personal and achievement and recommended the 




In order to achieve the various goals of postgraduate study, the quality of the student-
supervisor relationship is critical (Styles & Radloff, 2001). Supervisors need to be available to 
students, friendly in their approach, open, supportive and constructively critical (Wisker, 
2001). In the beginnings of their postgraduate year, many students view lecturers and 
supervisors as more of a teacher than a colleague. This thought discouraged students to ask 
questions and they would wait to be given information rather than actively seeking it 
themselves. This is also reflected in how students chose their supervisors, how they interacted 
with them and the variations in the support they received throughout the year. During the end 
of year interviews with current students, they discussed how they wished they had talked 
more with their supervisor, asking questions about their teaching methods, levels of 
communication and how much support they give. They then gave advice for future students, 
commenting on selecting a supervisor that aligns with you as a student as opposed to selecting 
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based on the research topic. Some students also suggested asking about the different skills 
they may develop by working in their lab and relating this to what they would like to do as a 
career. Past and current students also encouraged asking questions rather than waiting for 
information and ensuring they communicate their needs properly. In a study by Eggleston and 
Delamont (1983), researchers found that the matching of student to supervisor for effective 
relationships is crucially important. The study demonstrated how dissatisfactions with 
supervisors came from allocation to a supervisor with interests not matching with those of the 
student, and insufficient guidance and time scaling (Eggleston & Delamont, 1983). Past and 
current participant responses from this study corroborated the findings of Eggleston and 
Delamont as they valued both the academic and personal relationship they had with some of 
their supervisors. Participants offered advice for future students when picking a supervisor, to 
focus on the right match as opposed to the topics they offer. 
 
Participants expressed that being a postgraduate student means they need to appear as 
competent as everyone around them. Students expressed that there is an expected level of 
independence and that their supervisor is not there to ‘spoon-feed’ them. Thus in knowing 
these are the expectations they feel they should not be asking too many questions so as to 
appear able and competent. This thought perception prevents students from seeking help or 
support from their supervisors when they are stuck, unsure of what to do or are behind on the 
expected work. They self-blame and self-hate throughout the process of trying to either figure 
out what to do, how to do it or catch up to the work they were supposed to be at (Malfroy, 
2005; Ali, Watson & Dhingra, 2016). In addition, they overpromise to counteract this denial 
and attempt to achieve the expectations of their supervisors which can lead to stress from not 
meeting goals and perceived expectations. In line with the findings within this study, Phillips 
and Pugh (2000) have suggested that the expectations of both students and supervisors need to 
be explicit and agreed upon by both parties. To effectively navigate this, supervisors should 
be encouraged to make plans, timelines and deadlines with their students as well as having 
regular meetings.  
 
Similar to the different cohort views on selecting a supervisor, there was also a difference in 
communication with supervisors. Future students did not want to pester their potential 
supervisor, thinking they might be too busy. Current students did not want to appear clueless 
and therefore did not communicate their needs. In contrast, past students stressed the need for 
regular communication about what they need and when they need it, highlighting not to guess, 
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but to ask. One reason for this lack of communication with supervisors was a lack of honesty 
from students. They attribute their dishonesty to not having a close relationship with their 
supervisor, avoiding sharing personal struggles as they feel supervisor may not be able to 
understand or relate to their stress. By not having a close relationship with their supervisor, 
students felt a disconnect between what is expected of them and what they can realistically 
achieve. One student found their supervisors teaching methods were not matched to how they 
learnt and so they struggled to communicate ideas. This influenced how honest they were with 
their supervisor, feeling like their supervisor’s expectations were too high and that they were 
not good enough. Again, students assume there is an expectation of competence they need to 
have at a postgraduate level and rather than being honest and working their way up to that 
level, they overpromise and add the personal stress of feeling like they have disappointed their 
supervisor. Students feel they cannot tell their supervisor when they are unable to complete 
work because they agreed to a deadline and they need to deliver. Students want and need a 
teacher to pressure them, at the same time as helping them (Hawk et al., 2002). Participants 
note that being honest and realistic with both themselves and their supervisors about 
expectations and timeframes would alleviate a lot of the stress of postgraduate study.  
 
Some students struggled with personal factors such as a lack of motivation, stress from their 
flatmates or trouble with relationships with their partner. By not having a close relationship 
with their supervisor, they fail to share such stressors and perpetuate the feeling of stress and 
isolation. In contrast, students that have good rapport and regular communication with their 
supervisors do much better and have a significantly better experience. These students were 
also significantly less stressed than students that did not have regular communication and 
good rapport. They knew what to do and when to ask for help. Having a personal academic 
relationship with supervisors is known to be a determinant in student educational success 
(Hawk et al. 2002). This involves supervisors being reciprocal with their personal experiences 
and discussing topics outside of the research project with students, such as personal interests 
and family. This creates a more levelled interaction and develops the relationship into one that 
encompasses a students’ life, both in and out of study. In the Hawk et al., (2002) study, 
students expressed that teachers who shared aspects of their lives, their feelings, their failings 
and their vulnerabilities were appreciated and remembered by them. From the participant 
response, having a more personal academic relationship encourages a more honest interaction 
as there is an increased understanding between both parties. When supervisors know students’ 
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expectations, work ethic and any external factors that may impact their study, students 
reciprocate this understanding (Ali, Watson & Dhingra, 2016).  
 
From the responses of participants, supervisors were the greatest influence of achievement 
and enjoyability. If supervisors establish a close working relationship with their students they 
encourage student success. A supervisor does not only supervise, they also lecture, teaching 
an array of students as well as being involved in various other institutional demands (Arreola, 
Theall, & Aleamoni, 2003). As their role as teachers, supervisors foster student self-efficacy 
by praising student achievements and reinforcing student beliefs of their abilities. In doing so 
they also consequently encourage a greater work ethic, as students feel the investment made 
in them and want to show the result of doing so. Hodza (2007) found that when students 
perceived their supervisors as caring, a positive and productive relationship is developed with 
subsequent consequences on successful student achievement. It may be seen as unnecessary 
or unimportant to compliment students on working efficiently, but being told that you’re 
doing something correct and excelling encourages both a positive experience with research 
and the enjoyability of postgraduate study (Lessing & Shulze, 2002; Howard, 2008). 
Honours/PGDip students are still very young, with participants having a mean age of 21.5 
years. Although they expect to be treated as professionals, they have also just finished years 
of undergraduate study where their greatest reward is a note or comment of how well they 
have done. A teacher’s ability to believe in the students and to make them feel special and 
important has a significant impact on the way they feel about the teacher, the subject and their 
performance in that subject (Hawk & Hill, 1996). While this study encourages the supervisor 
to promote academic growth and independence to students, they should also set boundaries 
for both themselves and the students, so as to not over involve themselves in the pastoral 
dimension of the role. Hockey (1995) advocates for training of supervisors in balancing 
academic guidance, criticism and emotional involvement.  
 
Future students scarcely discussed supervisors and were primarily focused on research topics, 
as opposed to who was teaching them. Students usually find a supervisor around September to 
November, typically during the exam period, so their primary focus becomes finding a project 
and securing their place in Honours or PGDip rather than ensuring they are compatible with 
the supervisor they choose. They also tend to pick supervisors who taught in their various 
undergraduate papers, basing their judgement off the supervisors teaching methods and 
personality they bring to their lectures. Past students and end of year interviews with current 
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students’ primary advice for students looking for a supervisor was to focus more on their 
compatibility with their supervisor than the project they’re offering. Having focused on the 
potential project themselves, rather than the supervisor, their experiences of the year had 
taught them how important the relationship with their supervisor is. Students’ stressed how 
critical the supervisor is in the research process as the main source of support. In addition, the 
amount of support is influenced by supervisors. One student described their knowledge of 
various support services, such as the Higher Education Development Centre (HEDC) that 
offer postgraduate workshops, came from their supervisor. All students appreciate being 
taught various skills, learning the symbiosis of maintaining a good relationship and taking 
responsibility as a student. Collectively, student recounts of their supervisors demonstrate 
how vital they are in the Honours/PGDip experience.  
 
5.10 ADDITIONAL STRESSORS  
 
In addition to the stressors described in sections above, other stress factors experienced by 
Honours/PGDip students included managing external commitments. One of particular note is 
students that had part-time jobs during study, in addition to studying full-time. Students that 
were employed as laboratory demonstrators in undergraduate classes and worked for the 
University during their Honours/PGDip did not feel as burdened by this commitment in 
relation to other students who worked in hospitality or other roles external to the University. 
This is perhaps due to the nature and environment of the job. Demonstrating and University 
jobs typically work around a student’s schedule, putting study first, and are usually on 
weekdays. In contrast, hospitality jobs are usually done in the weekend and thus do not give 
students a chance to relax. Participants noted positives from working such as financial 
stability and providing a routine but also described feelings of fatigue and being burdened by 
necessity. Supervisors should be aware of students that work outside of the University and 
encourage students to take up positions within the University that take into account their study 
needs. Students should also be encouraged to apply for financial support provided by the 
University until postgraduate financial support is illuminated and implemented at a 
government level.  
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5.11 NEAR PEER SUPPORT 
 
In addition to support from supervisors, participants in the study noted that the support from 
PhD students and postdocs was invaluable to their experience. Whitman (1988) introduced 
the term near-peer teaching, which refers to more experienced students in the same disciple 
teaching junior students. Near-peer teaching benefits both parties involved. For the student 
teacher as it enhances skills such as communication, decision making, teamwork and a 
confidence in their knowledge and skill level (Krych et al., 2005; McKenna & French, 2011). 
For the student, they gain confidence in asking for help from a greater level of interaction and 
collaboration with their student teacher as well as feeling less anxious with learning new 
techniques (McKenna & French, 2011). These same benefits are seen in this stay as 
participants described being taught lab techniques and processes of analyses whilst PhD 
students and postdocs remained patient with how students learn. Lab group support was also 
mentioned to be a very enjoyable part of Honours and PGDip because of the collaborative 
environment it provided students and instilling confidence in them with researching. Past 
students that moved into their PhD described their expectations of teaching future Honours 
and PGDip students in their lab, continuing the cycle of support.  
 
5.12 CAREERS AFTER HONOURS AND PGDIP 
 
Students that have an idea of what happens after Honours/PGDip have stated that their 
information came predominantly from other students and that they would like more from the 
Department itself. Current students mentioned using Honours to discover what aspects of 
research they like and similarly, future students wanted to use Honours as a means of deciding 
which route of research to take, be that further research or an induction into the industry. Past 
students mentioned studying out of interest and not for a career until postgraduate study, and 
therefore wanted more information and connections from Honours/PGDip. Because they felt 
they did not have enough information during undergraduate study, they had to use 
postgraduate study as a means of sourcing out information for a career. This is perhaps why 
students want more information at the beginning of their year and why they feel that the 
information provided is insufficient. The information students want to know include: avenues 
that do not require further study, contacts to industry, information on industry jobs in general 
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and recommending possible internships that the University may be able to provide. 
Participants preparation for Honours/PGDip study is therefore closely related to their 
expectations of the course, what they think the course will provide and why they chose to 
undertake Honours/PGDip study.  
 
As many students use the Honours and PGDip course to direct them to job opportunities they 
want to know what they are able to do after Honours. They feel like their undergraduate 
negated this experience and did not prepare them for what comes after study. Because their 
postgraduate degree is with the same Department as their undergraduate they feel it is their 
responsibility to provide this information. As the degree itself varies in employment 
opportunities and the successive skills it imparts students with, it makes sense as to why 
students are uncertain of job opportunities. Students offered recommendations on how the 
Department can support them by describing what various other Departments offer students 
such as an internship. They feel that the Department is in a good position to do this as they 
understand the nuances of research and industry connections various lecturers and supervisors 
have. There are many support services that are set up to help students decide what to do after 
their degree but many failed to access them out of their expected, and lack of, direction from 
the Department. Students knew of the services available to them but did not know specifics or 
how to access them. 
 
The current information about careers at the University of Otago is provided by Career 
Support Services, accessible to all students. As students enter postgraduate study, some may 
not have accessed the Career Support Services – a limitation of this study is that this was not 
asked – and thus students expect career information to come primarily from their supervisors. 
Supervisors are seen as professional researchers, as opposed to Honours/PGDip students 
being novice, so students expect information about careers and the industry to come from 
them. Students who find interest in areas relating to research but not directly research itself 
find this information highly relevant. Participants in this study have commented on what help 
they would like to receive for this area which are referred to in the recommendations.  
 
The study findings support the U-Curve Theory of Adjustment (Risquez, Moore and Morley, 
2007) that describe transition in three phases of ‘Honeymoon’, ‘Culture Shock’ and 
‘Adjustment.’ The Honeymoon phase is very short, and consists of students envisioning their 
various opportunities (Pancer, 2000). 400-level study presents an array of opportunities for 
CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS 
 
136 
students’, ranging from research, various industry prospects and everything in between. 
Following this phase is the ‘Culture Shock’ that can incorporate periods of anxiety and stress. 
First-time postgraduate students experience this as the shock of uncertain academic demands, 
the high workload and the stress of trying to manage their time effectively. The third phase is 
‘Adjustment’ where students begin to function in their new environment. In this study the 
adjustment period is mitigated by the community of fourth year students, clear expectations 
from supervisors and as student begin the understand the nuances of postgraduate study. n 
semi-structured interviews, students reflect on their reasons for doing postgraduate study, 
their experiences within it, stressors throughout the year, and support systems they chose to 
access. The combined experiences of participants within this study represent a year in the life 





The study is limited in its scope to Anatomy, Neuroscience and Biomedical Science students 
at one University in New Zealand. Student attitudes and expectations are strongly influenced 
by their chosen field of study (Smart & Peterson, 1997). In addition, there were a low number 
of Māori and Pasifika students in Honours/PGDip across all three cohorts. Increasing the 
Māori and Pasifika postgraduate student population is important for these students futures’, 
their families and New Zealand society as whole. Furthermore, the small cohort of only 5 
future participants is not an accurate representation of the number of postgraduate students 
that will do the course in 2021. It does, however, demonstrate students who actively seek 
information early and are more definitive in their choice of doing Honours/PGDip. In 
addition, the second round of interviews for the current 2020 cohort attracted 8 students (from 
the 11 total) back to the study, leaving the end of year experiences of 3 students unknown.  
 
2020 was also a year of uncertainties and high stress due to the Covid-19 pandemic. All 
students coped very well in the face of such an unpredictable circumstance. Studies focusing 
on the academic and emotional impact of COVID-19 on students found significantly higher 
levels of depression, anxiety and stress observed among students (Wang et al., 2020), 
particularly within the field of science (Odriozola-González et al., 2020). In New Zealand, 
findings from a study by Akuhata-Huntington (2020) showed that during COVID-19 
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lockdown, students had increased stress about their academic progress, were more likely to 
suffer mental health issues and did not feel valued as a student by their University. Participant 
responses both agree and contradict these findings. Although some students experienced 
mental health struggles, the frequent communication from the Department meant students had 
knowledge of their academic progress and expectations of required work. Participants also felt 
valued as a student as there was there was an equal understanding of COVID-19 impact on 
students’ motivation and completion of assignments. Students expressed appreciation for 
extensions and the provision of academic and emotional support from the Department. These 
results are in line with research findings of Sahu (2020) who advocated proper counselling 
services provided by the University in order to maintain the mental health of students  
 
The 2020 current cohort also missed out on a number of postgraduate experiences such as: on 
site learning for semester one, particular lab experiments that required close teaching, in-
person presentations, attending conferences and the social side of developing camaraderie 
with their fellow cohort members. Despite this, they shared similar experiences with the 2019 
past cohort in their assignments, supervisors, communication, personal life struggles and the 
expectations of both students and staff. These appear to be the main sources of stress and 
uncertainty within all students across all three cohorts in their first postgraduate year or 
aspiration to it. Therefore, although 2020 may very much be an anomaly, the expectations and 
experiences of postgraduate study and the communication between students and staff, that 
have been learned in this context, are useful nonetheless. A major difference across the 
cohorts was the timely completion of the taught and research components current students 
experienced in comparison to the past cohort. This is reflected in the current cohort handing in 
their thesis a week before the due date and students not doing any all-nighters. This compares 
to the past cohort who shared experiences and frequency of all-nighters. Current students also 
had changes to their projects due to lockdown, time restrictions and COVID-19 rules such 
that enforced social distancing which impacted teaching of certain lab techniques. These 
results are in line with findings from Mishra, Gupta and Shree (2020) who demonstrated 
grave concerns over future research involving laboratory activities, of note, data collection for 
students’ respective research projects. Past students who continued studying and current 
students had trouble with motivation, also mentioned having completed sections of their 
thesis, such as their literature review, due to lockdown. Future students were worried about 
the uncertainties of changing alert levels and how that may impact their experience of 
Honours.  




Current students were interviewed from the beginning of March to the end of June 2020. The 
experiences of students throughout the different months could have confounded the data, as 
students interviewed later would have had a heavier workload and might have felt more stress. 
In addition, the original study plan was to interview current students three times across the 
year; at the beginning stages of their postgraduate experience, in the middle during the most 
stress intensive moments, and at the end of the year, after they had handed in their theses. The 
addition of the middle interview would have added a more accurate representation of the 
expectations and realities of postgraduate study as the year progressed.  
 
Further exploration of this area of research would benefit from the inclusion of separate 
interviews with supervisors in the Department, to compare to the student experiences. This 
would provide a wider view of the supervisor experience and aid in identifying any 
mismatches within the student-supervisor dynamic. Throughout this study the onus for 
maintaining student-supervisor relationships has primarily been put onto the supervisor, and 
any negative aspects of the relationship were attributable to them, not the students. This is 
perhaps because there was only one side of the story told, and my empathy as a student relates 
more to them.  
 
Another useful addition to the study would be collection of in-depth details of participants 
previous undergraduate experiences, to accurately define their study habits and assessment 
preferences. Although questions were asked about any differences students identified in their 
undergraduate and postgraduate study, they were quite vague and did not encourage an in-
depth discussion about their undergraduate experiences. Furthermore, the addition of a Likert-
scale to assess stress levels and associated difficulties with time and workload management 
would provide a quantitative measure on the effects of postgraduate study on stress. It would 
also add a more definitive scale on whether stressors increased or decreased throughout the 
year.  
 
An area that requires further attention is identifying reasons why students do not access 
support services. Assumptions were made in this study about this lack of engagement with 
support, but the topic requires further exploration. The University of Otago provides a host of 
academic, social and pastoral care services to students, and their availability is made explicit 
during undergraduate study. Perhaps students are unsure if the same services can be applied at 
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a postgraduate level or perhaps they are unaware of postgraduate services. In a study by 
Arambewela and Maringe (2012) students and staff were asked to expressed their 
expectations and experiences with support services. Staff maintained that students were 
adequately supported by a variety of services that were available for students, while students 
argued that the quality and relevance of the services did not meet their expectations. Perhaps 
first-time postgraduate students in New Zealand feel similar, or maybe available services are 
not of great relevance to first-time postgraduate students. This would be beneficial to explore 
further.  
 
A final limitation of this study is the student researcher perspective. Although this perspective 
brings strength to the study through shared experience, this shared experience also created a 
major bias in favour of the students. As a student myself, researching the experience of first-
time postgraduate study, there is a great level of empathy felt towards students and an 
appreciation of their ability to cope with such gruelling, yet rewarding, year. Perhaps if this 
study were repeated and collaborated with the perspective of a teacher, lecturer, student 





As a result of gaining deeper understanding into the various expectations and experiences of 
400-level Honours/PGDip students there are a number of recommendations that can be put 
forward to the Department of Anatomy to better support future students. The first 
recommendation is to create an information booklet or webpage outlining Honours and 
PGDip study in the Department of Anatomy. The information would include the structure of 
the course, explanations of the nuances of the taught and research components, descriptions of 
the various labs and associated supervisors and some helpful tips from previous students. This 
resource would be beneficial for accessibility as there is an Anatomy office where 
undergraduate students have previously collected laboratory books, thus can easily obtain a 
physical copy of a booklet. A webpage has the advantage of being accessible, and sustainable, 
with the ability to be frequently updated. The provision of this information would alleviate the 
stress of uncertainty and better prepare students for their first postgraduate experiences.  
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Another recommendation to aid students with the transition into postgraduate study is to 
embed a transition process to Honours/PGDip postgraduate study in all 300 level courses. 
This may be in the form of a small presentation at the end of third year lectures, and creation 
of a blackboard paper, workshop, self-driven assignment or a summer course/workshop with 
library access for students. This would not only provide students with information about 
Honours/PGDip, a main stressor amongst participants, but also encourage the learning of 
skills that would prepare students for their postgraduate year ahead.  
 
As a final recommendation, in line with ensuring students receive the right information at an 
appropriate time, the Department could create a calendar for first-time postgraduate students. 
The calendar would provide students with a skeleton outline of the month, prepopulated with 
information and key dates, where students can schedule in assessment deadlines and thesis draft 
deadlines agreed upon with their supervisor, tracking their progress across each month. The 
monthly picture could be a service that students can access during that month, ensuring the 
correctly allocation of support at an appropriate time (see Appendix G, Figure.9). The last 
month would be industry contacts or knowledge of places to work for Anatomy, Neuroscience 
and Biomedical Science students. In addition, students could be pointed to popular websites, 
such as Healthscope, Seek and Jora to help find science related jobs. A schedule is familiar to 
students, and from the interviews it is evident that the students know they need to manage their 
time but were unsure of techniques on how to be more proactive. The calendar provides a way 
to give students all the information they need to know as the year progresses. It also promotes 
independence and self-efficacy as students are allocated the appropriate information at the 
appropriate time. This recommendation is an all-encompassing provision of information, 
timeline of the year and direction to resources, addressing issues frequently discussed by 
participants. For an example of a preliminary lay-out of the calendar, see appendix G. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
The goal of this study was to document the expectation and experiences of first-time 
postgraduate students transitioning from undergraduate to postgraduate study. The results 
show the importance of the supervisor in the provision and influence of support. Results also 
highlight the importance of developing a positive working relationship between students and 
supervisors that encourage help-seeking behaviours and regular communication. The study 
further demonstrated factors that affect study and the learning curve students experience as 
they take more responsibility of their studies. The Honours and PGDip course excels in 
teaching students the nuances of research and equipping students with study, research and life 
skills. Although 400-level Honours/PGDip is a challenging year, students learn a vast array of 
skills that prepare them for future research and employment, and are appreciative of the 
experience. The results within this report provide recommendations to better the experience of 
future students.  
 
Ehara taku toa, he takitahi, he toa takitini 
My success should not be bestowed onto me alone, as it was not individual success but 
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Recruitment emails for ‘Current’ 2020 400-level Postgraduate students 
 
First Recruitment Email for 2020 Cohort 
Hey Student, 
 
Hows things going? I spoke briefly duing your preliminary lecture with Mark Gould (the Health 
and Safety lecture) to introduce my project to you and your peers! My research is documenting the 
experiences of first time postgraduate students like you! And I’d love if you would participate. 
Rather than make you read my project description, heres a short video that outlines it, plus an 
information sheet.  
 
A few more notes about my project: ANYTHING we discuss is confidential. Your supervisors 
won't know, my supervisors won't even know. This is to ensure you feel as comfortable as possible 
discussing anything that is affecting you or studies. And finally if you would like to choose a 'name' 
for yourself, so any information from you I am able to tag with the name and only I will be 
able to link it back to you, further concealing your identity. 
 
Hope you and your family are happy and healthy ☺  
 
Re-email for Students who left the Honours Programme 
Hey Student 
 
I'm sorry to hear that. You could still be a part of the project if you wanted to though? And I would 
love to have you on board. Were you supported enough? Or did the Uni make it too stressful for 
you? No pressure to join though! Just if you did have something to say, let me voice your 
opinion. 🙂 
 
Re-email for students who did not reply to my inital email   
Hey Student 
 
Just checking in to see if you wanted to join my project? Totally fine if you don't, I realise how 
busy you must be! 
 
Second recruitment email for 2020 Cohort  
Hey Student 
  
You may have missed my email a few weeks back. How's things going? I spoke briefly during your 
preliminary lecture with Mark Gould (the Health and Safety lecture) to introduce my project to you 
and your peers! My research is documenting the experiences of first-time postgraduate students like 
you! And I’d love if you would participate. Rather than make you read my project description, 
here's a short video that outlines it, plus an information sheet. 
I really hope you consider participating, would be awesome to have you on board!  








Recruitment strategies for ‘Future’ potential 2021 Postgraduate students 
 





B. 300 Level Anatomy end of class slide insert  
 
C. 300 Level Recruitment email sent by 400-level Postgraduate co-ordinator on 
behlaf of myself  
Kia Ora Students!   
  
My name is Toni, you may remember me from the 300-level postgraduate information session 
speaking about my project. My project is looking at the first-year of postgraduate study and I 
would love for you to join by doing a 10-15 minute interview with me. You are an important 
participant because my project is looking at this transition you are thinking about to go through and 
resources you may need to achieve your best and have a fun year. Like I said it has been my 
favourite Uni year thus far and I know it will be for anyone that does Honours/PGDip.  
  
Please email me to join my project and goodluck for exams!   
hoeto768@student.otago.ac.nz           antonia.hoeta@postgrad.otago.ac.nz  
KIA ORA! 
I’m Toni, Anatomy Masters 
Student studying the transition 
from undergrad to postgrad 
and I need YOU!
1.  Why do you want to study Honours/PGDip?
2.  Future plans?
3.  What do you want out of Honours/PGDip?
4.  Expectations for postgraduate study?
5.  Preparation for postgraduate study? 




hoeto768@student.otago.ac.nz Active Now 
Thinking about doing Honours/PGDip? I would love for 
you to join my project with a 10-15 minute Interview
You and Toni have an Interview together 
SEND AN EMAIL 
10-15 MINUTE INTERVIEW 
My project is looking at 
the experiences of Past, 
Present and Future 
Honours & PGDipSci 
Students at the 
University of Otago and 





Interview Questions:  
1. Why do you want to do Honours/PGDip study?  
2. Do you have any plans for Honours/PGDip  
1. Do you know how the course is run and what is expected of you?  
3. What do you want to get out of Honours/PGDip study?  
1. Masters or PhD?  
2. Entry into professional programme?  
3. See what research is like?  
4. What do you think Honours/PGDip will be like?  
1. What are your expectations?  








Interview Guides  
 
Interview Guide for Past Students  
Question 1 What are you doing this year?  
Working/studying/taking a break? 
Question 2 How did your last year (Honors/PGDipSci) help you with what you’re doing 
this year? Did it shape this year at all? 
Question 3 Why did you do the Honors/PGDipSci course? 
Question 4 What do you miss about last year? Do you miss anything? 
Friends/routine/more guidance/more options? 
Question 5 In your opinion. Is there anything that you would change about last year? 
Your course? Supervisor? What you studied? 
Question 6 Here’s a Scenario: You are given any information you think is relevant from 
the Anatomy Department to prepare the 2020 4th years for their first 
postgraduate experience. Now, you have slides, a microphone, 2020 
assessment timetable, whatever you need. Question: If I put you in front of 
this years cohort of Honors and PGDipSci students, what would you do or 
say to them?  
Would you give a slideshow? How much information do you give them? 
What would you have wanted to know. Would you want fun or informative? 
Question 7 Are you still in contact with any students or staff from 2019?  
Question 8 What are your plans for 2021? Do you have any? 
Question 9 Thank you for talking to me, Is there anything you want to say. Anything 
you feel I’ve left out and want answers from either the Department or the 
University? Any Final Comments? 
 
Interview Guide for first round of interviews for Current Students at the beginning of 
the year 
Question 1 Congratulations! Why are you doing an Honors/PGDip Sci degree? 
Has this always been your dream?Where did you find out about the course? 
Question 2 What are your current plans for when you finish this year of study? 
What do you hope to gain from your studies this year? 
Question 3 How did you find the assignments or papers you took, coinciding with your 
thesis? 
Was there enough time to do assignments? 
Do you like the structure of the paper? Pros/Cons 
Question 4 What are you enjoying the most about this year so far? 
Have you been in the lab? Tried new things?? 
Question 5 What are you most concerned about/looking foward to for the coming year 
of study? 
Do you think you prepared well? 




What resources do you think you need?  
Question 6 What skills do you feel you are lacking that you may need for 
Honours/PGDipSci study? 
Is there anything you wish you’d known before you signed up for the 
course? 
Question 7 You’ve been in the course for a while now, do you have everything you 
need? Has the Department provided you with everything?  
Do you know many people in your Department? Now you know me ☺  
Question 8 Would you describe yourself as shy or outgoing? And do you think being 
either one of these attributes helps or hinders you and your studies? 
Do you have any suggestions for ways around this?  
Question 9 What are you most concerned about/looking foward to for the coming year 
of study? 
Question 10 Do you have any questions about this year that wasn’t covered in your 
induction? I may be able to answer them.  
Furthermore, was your induction helpful? Do you have an idea of what 
could be better about your induction week?  
Question 11 Now, my job this year is to document your expectations and experiences of 
your first postgraduate year. Were they met? (expectations/experiences) 
There is still time, do you need anything, or do you have everything you 
need to finish this year and finish well? 
 
Interview Guide for second round of interviews for Current Students at the end of the 
year 
Question 1 Congratulations on finishing! How did you find the transition from 
undergraduate to postgraduate study? Tell me about your Journey  
Are there any things that you had wish you had done or do you think 
anything could have been encorporated into your undergraduate degree? 
Question 2 In hindsight what would you tell your past self? 
What advice would you give yourself?  
Question 3 Were you adequately prepared for Honours/PGDip? 
What part of your undergraduate degree helped you the most? 
Is there anything from your undergraduate degree that you wish you had 
taken on board more? 
Question 4 What did you enjoy most about the year?  
What kept you motivated throughout the year? Did you do anything to re-
energise yourself? 
Question 5 What were your biggest struggles throughout the year?  
What distracted you the most? 
Question 6 Did you have to drop any external commitments? 
Did you miss out on anything because of Honours/PGDip? Did you take 
time for yourself / self-care?  
Question 7 What were the most valuble skills you gained? 
Were these skills you taught yourself or did someone teach you? 
Question 8 What do you think is the most valueble thing about doing Honours/PGDip 
is?  




Question 9 If you had to change anything about your year, what would you change and 
why? 
Is there anything that significantly impacted your studies? Why? How did 
you overcome this? 
Question 10 Did you have the right amount of support? If yes, where did this support 
come from? If not, where do you think it should have come from?  
Did you know where to get everything you needed / resources?  
Question 11 What are your plans now and have these changed from the beginning of the 
year? 
Do you know what you can do with your degree? Are you going to use your 
degree? 
Question 12 Can you sum up the year/course in a sentence? 
Can you summarise your year? 
 
Interview Guide for Future Students  
Question 1 Why do you want to do Honours/PGDip study?  
Question 2 Do you have any plans for Honours/PGDip  
Do you know how the course is run and what is expected of you?  
Question 3 What do you want to get out of Honours/PGDip study?  
Masters or PhD?  
Entry into professional programme?  
See what research is like?  
Question 4 What do you think Honours/PGDip will be like?  
What are your expectations?  








Predetermined themes, subthemes and descriptors or Parent codes, child codes and 
grandchild codes for analysis. Also known as ‘priori codes’ (King, 2004). 
 
Parent code Child code  Grandchild code  Description 
Career Industry  Students doing Honours & PGDip to get 
into the Industry  
 Job opportunities  Students doing the course for more job 
opportunities  
 Research   Students interested in research  
 Academia   Students interested in in an academic 
career such as lecturing  
 Entry into a 
professional 
programme 
Dentistry  Students doing an extra year of study to 
boost their GPA for acceptance into the 
University of Otago Dentistry 
programme 
  Medicine Students doing an extra year of study to 
boost their GPA for acceptance into the 
University of Otago Bachelor of 
Medicine and Surgery programme 
  Other  Students doing an extra year of study to 
boost their GPA for acceptance into the 
University of Otago Pharmacy, Physio 
or Medical Laboratory Science 
programmes 
 Further Study  Away from 
Dunedin  
Students interested in studying 
something away from Dunedin after 
Honours & PGDip  
  Study something 
else 
Students interested in studying 
something else in another field or 
different topic after Honours & PGDip 
  Masters Students interested in studying Masters 
after Honours & PGDip  
  PhD  Students interested in studying a PhD 






Changes to projects   Students discussing changes to projects 
due to COVID-19 interruptions 
 Difficulty accessing 
resources  
 Students discussing access to resources 
due to COVID-19 interruptions 
 Difficulty with study   Students discussing difficulty with 
studying due to COVID-19 interruptions 
 Increase in 
stressors  
 Students discussing an increase in 
stressors (see below) due to COVID-19 
interruptions 
Expectations  Knowledge about 
the course  
Getting into 
Honours & PGDip  
What information is provided by the 
University around entry requirements 
into Honours & PGDip  
  Information about 
the course 
Information about Honours & PGDip 
from the University or Department 
  Information from 
other postgraduate 
students 
Information about Honours & PGDip 
from Masters or PhD students that know 
of or have been through Honours & 
PGDip  
  Undergraduate 
information  
Information about Honours & PGDip 
from undergraduate courses, classes or 
students  
 Preparation   Students level of preparation for 400-
level study and information about 
preparation from the University  
 More experience  Develop as a 
scientist  
Students doing Honours & PGDip to 
develop as a scientist 
  Life skills Students doing Honours & PGDip to 
develop more life skills such as 
networking and speaking to people 
  Practical skills Students doing Honours & PGDip to 
develop practical skills such as lab 
techniques  
Experiences  Preliminary 400-
level Lectures  
Positive experience Positive experiences from the first week 
of lectures introducing students to 
postgraduate study  
  Negative 
experience 
Negative experiences from the first 





  Recommendations  Recommendations for the first week of 
lectures introducing students to 
postgraduate study 
 400-level papers Positive experience Positive experiences of 400-level papers 
chosen alongside students research 
projects 
  Negative 
experience  
Negative experiences of 400-level 
papers chosen alongside students 
research projects 
  Recommendations  Recommendations for the 400-level 
papers  
 Research project  Positive experience   Positive experiences of their research 
component of 400-level study  
  Negative 
experience 
Negative experience of their research 
component of 400-level study 
 Supervisor Choosing a 
supervisor 
How and why students came about 
choosing a supervisor for their research 
component of 400-level study  
  Relationship with 
supervisor  
The positive or negative experiences 
with the relationship with their chosen 
supervisors  
 Independent study  Self-directed 
learning  
Student experiences with first time 
independent study in directing their own 
study  
  Personalised 
learning  
Student experiences with more 
personalized learning as a result of 
smaller, more intimate classes  
 Interest & 
Enjoyment  
Interest in research  Why students are interested in research  
  Interest in topic  Why students are interested in their 
chosen research topic  
 Motivation  Higher 
qualification 
Students that have chosen to do Honours 
& PGDip for a higher qualification than 
their Bachelor’s degree 
  Entry into a 
professional 
programme 
Students that have chosen to do Honours 
& PGDip for another chance at entering 
a professional programme  
  Job prospects  Students that have chosen to do Honours 




 New Skills  Academic & 
Literacy skills 
Students learning new academic and 
literacy skills due to Honours and 
PGDip study  
  Confidence in 
abilities 
Students gaining confidence within their 
abilities due to Honours and PGDip 
study  
  Lab skills Students increasing their lab skills due 
to Honours and PGDip study  
  Networking  Students networking due to Honours 
and PGDip study  
  Presenting  Students developing their presenting 
skills due to Honours and PGDip study 
 Other commitments  Job / Working part-
time  
Students that have to juggle part-time 
work alongside Honours & PGDip study 
  Sports & Hobbies  Students that have sports or hobbies that 
they do alongside Honours & PGDip 
study  
 Transition  Differences in 
undergraduate 
study  
Students experiences in postgraduate 
study that is distinctly different to their 
undergraduate experiences  
  New experiences  Students experiences in postgraduate 
study that are new and have not been 
explored by them before  
Stressors  Failing   Students stressed about failing  
 Grades Entry into a 
professional 
programme 
Students stressed about grades due to 
their hope of gaining entry into a 
professional programme  
  Gaining a PhD 
scholarship  
Students stressed grades due to gaining 
a PhD scholarship for the following year  
 High workload   Students stressed about the high 
workload in 400-level study  
 Money / Finance   Students stressed about money and 
finances while studying  
 No enjoyment / loss 
of interest  
 Students stressed about not enjoying 
themselves and losing interest in study  
 Other commitments   Students stressed about their other 




 Time management   Students stressed about their time 
management  
 Uncertainty   Students stressed about not knowing 
certain academic requirements of them 
or particular processes they need to go 
through in Honours & PGDip study  
 Loss of motivation   Students loosing motivation throughout 
the year  
Support  From academic 
peers  
 Support from classmates for 
assignments, resources, their research 
project or mental health  
 From the 
Department  
 Support from the Department through 
resources or support services  
 From friends and 
family  
 Support from friends and family for 
mental health  
 From supervisor   Support from students supervisors for 
assignments, resources, their research 







Calendar recommendation for future Postgraduate students to receive when beginning 
Honours or PGDip study 
Figure 7. Student calendar recommendation for postgraduate study. Left demonstrates HEDC 
workshops and past student experience while right shows the GRS mental health service for 
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and how it 
helped them 
